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ABSTRACT
Literature about the legacy of the Vietnam War portrays veterans’ wives and
daughters largely as victims. The female case studies used in this research
validate such an interpretation. The women involved in this research were
victims and in a minority of cases remain victims. However, at the same time, the
case studies reveal a more complex picture. These women were not merely
victims, they also demonstrated resilience by dealing with and coping through
adversity. The case studies show that women from different groups associated
with the Vietnam war dealt with adversity in different circumstances and in
different ways.

The main method for this research was case studies, primarily oral testimonies.
The women came from diverse backgrounds not only in terms of their countries
of birth - Australia and South Vietnam - but also in terms of their individual
identities as women, first, and their connection to the war, second. The research
involved five groups of women: the wives of Australian veterans, the wives of
South Vietnamese veterans, the daughters of Australian and South Vietnamese
veterans and the widows of Australian soldiers. Wives of Australian veterans
coped with and quite often took control of adverse circumstances that had been
defined by veteran husbands, whom the women believed, had been physically
and/or emotionally changed by their time in Vietnam. Wives of South
Vietnamese veterans also coped with and took control of adverse circumstances.
In their cases, these circumstances were defined by the Communist regime that
they interpreted in their stories as the war’s main impact on them. The daughters
of Australian and South Vietnamese veterans dealt with different forms of
adversity. They too, showed strength and resilience in the ways in which they
coped. As adults, some even attributed their insights into life and their empathy
for others to their experience of being daughters of Vietnam veterans. Widows
from Australia suffered loss, grief and trauma when news reached them that their
husbands had been killed in action. Although these women never re-married and
held onto idealised memories of their husbands, evidence that they never fully
recovered from their loss, they channelled their energies into bringing up their
children.
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INTRODUCTION: EMILY

This letter was written to the editor of the Adelaide Advertiser in 1997.

Dear Mr Charlton,

I am responding to your article “Vietnam myths and reality” published some two weeks
ago in The Advertiser, Adelaide, August 1997. I found your article very interesting and
felt that your involvement with veterans was deep.
It has taken me some weeks to act but I feel most strongly that a wife’s point of view
should be put forward in relation to veterans’ issues. I realise your article speaks of the
political aspects, predominantly, but the emotions that are provoked by such experiences
range much further than politics and soldiers. I have been married to a Vietnam veteran
for twenty seven years and I can say with honesty some of them have been the saddest
years of my life.
I met John long before he went to war as a conscript in 1967. When I met him he was a
caring, proud and independent young man full of dreams for the future, a healthy young
man both physically and psychologically. He had just finished a carpentry apprenticeship,
and the army had promised when he came back he would be fully retrained into the work
force. He left Australian shores with an optimism that I could not share and after spending
twelve months in the jungles of Vietnam came back an empty and hollow eyed person
who has been trying to find himself ever since. When he tried to get work after returning
from Vietnam, the general attitude of prospective employers changed when he explained
where he had been for the two previous years and when he applied to the army it would
not honour its promise to retrain him. The changes in him were subtle in the beginning and
with my emotional myopic inability to see the truth for what it was - I believed it would be
all okay given time. He battled so doggedly to retrain himself. His goal was always to be a
construction engineer and he involved himself with part time study and finally succeeded
in qualifying as a Quantity Surveyor. I always admired his tenacity in continually aiming
to better himself. I am proud of his achievements.
His family all found him strange, moody and argumentative and gradually dropped all
pretence of finding his company enjoyable and to this day some of his family are still
uncomfortable in his company. He became obsessed with challenging authority and firmly
believed that he had been manipulated and controlled. He suffered ill health constantly,
and I sadly remember the years he travelled from doctor to doctor to find out what was
wrong with him (regrettably most of them scoffed off his symptoms as psychological and
he was told to get on with it). He waged another war within the walls of his own home and
we suffered silently for many years.
Finally, one doctor believed in him and took his symptoms in a genuine and concerned
manner. His diagnosis, in collaboration with an endocrinologist, was a pituitary adenoma
that he had been suffering with for many undiagnosed years. This brought another
onslaught of anger and bitterness at a system that had failed him miserably, had ruined
him physically and financially, and now a big question mark hung over his future.
During all these years, he had a family that never asked for all the stresses and tension that
shrouded it. We had to survive numerous of his outbursts where it became embarrassing to
mix with the “normal” stream of society because they found his behaviour unacceptable
and far too emotional. We tended to either mix with other veterans, as they were the only
ones who accepted us, and their families or no one. Our two children became very
introverted and suffered emotional problems that they are still trying to overcome. They
are both angry and suffer guilt because they direct their anger at their father who they
know has suffered enough. I had to work full time when my dearest wish was to stay
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home and be a full time mother to children who needed the influence of a calm parent. I
have a lot of anger which, undeservedly, is directed at my husband but which should be
directed at a system that has failed a generation of families.
The wives and children of Vietnam veterans are the silent, concrete shadows behind these
bureaucratic victims. We have heard them crying out in the middle of the night, we have
paced the floor with them and we have shared their heartbreaks and pain. We have
comforted them when they felt hopeless and unwanted. We have stopped them from
suiciding and from carrying out revenge on the system they blame. We have loved them
when they were unlovable, hugged them in their panic and we have suffered extreme
anguish and ostracism for supporting them. We have put on a painted smile and pretended
to the rest of the world that our home is like any other. I feel angry and bitter now, and, at
the age of 50, I am unleashing so many emotions that have never dared, or been allowed
to, surface before. I am receiving counselling for this anger – anger which I should have
directed towards uncaring bureaucratic authorities years ago.
After twenty seven years of marriage, my husband has now decided that he wants to live
alone. I am not sure how I feel about his decision in the long term. However, for the first
time in over twenty years I sleep better at nights and I live in a reasonably stress free
house – but I do miss him. I often wonder if the general community realises that had it not
been for the wives and children supporting their veterans, what would the Vietnam veteran
have done and where would he have gone. There might have been a higher mortality
statistic than there is already within the veteran community, and havoc or vengeance
possibly wreaked against the bureaucratic men whom they still hold responsible for the
havoc in their lives.
I realise that not much can be done to change the circumstances of the past, but felt it was
very important, finally, for a family’s perspective to be portrayed in an honest and
honourable way. We, the family, exist – and need to have some acknowledgement for the
lives that we, too, have lead. We feel we have been punished too for the “crime” of loving
the brave men this country rejected.
Yours faithfully,
Emily.

Emily’s letter was neither published nor acknowledged. She said she wrote the
letter in anger. ‘I was still smarting at my separation and to read all the
eulogising of veterans with never a word about the family behind them, got me a
little mad, so I decided to put pen to paper’.1 At one level, it is a familiar story,
the wife of a Vietnam veteran attempting to cope with the changes she believed
the war had wrought in her husband, and the domestic consequences that
followed. There is shame, bitterness, loyalty and relief in the letter. But there is
also a cry for recognition: ‘we, the family, exist’.

1

Correspondence from Emily, 6 October 2009.
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This thesis, through the use of case studies, examines the ‘we’ to suggest that it is
time to move beyond the norms established in the literature when it comes to the
history of the women who have, or have had, Vietnam veterans or soldiers as part
of their lives. Five different groups of women participated in the interviews on
which this thesis is based: the wives of Australian Vietnam veterans, the wives of
South Vietnamese veterans, the daughters of Australian and South Vietnamese
veterans, and two Australian widows, and the mother and sister of one of the
soldiers killed in the war.

In the literature, the dominant stereotype of the Australian veteran’s wife is one
of passivity, of being a victim, of having little or no agency, of statis and
isolation. This research does not deny the fact that many women married to
Vietnam veterans have been victims or still are. Some of the case studies in this
thesis reflect that fact. Virtually all the women interviewed did echo, to varying
degrees, the findings in the literature at different times. The majority of
narratives from these women, however, offer very different stories – stories of
coping, adjustment, surviving, defiance, resilience and strength, of refusing to
remain, to use the words of one of the women, ‘the handbag’. Children of
Australian Vietnam veterans appear as victims in the literature, unhappy
childhoods making them more prone to suicide, mental ill health and substance
abuse. Narratives of the daughters interviewed for this thesis suggest that, again,
the story is more complex than the literature allows. Engagement, seeking
explanations, reconciliation, love and respect appear in their stories. Three
groups of women interviewed for this thesis are almost silent in the literature.
Wives and daughters of South Vietnamese veterans are generally subsumed into
the general histories of the South Vietnamese diaspora. Widows of the seventyfive soldiers killed in Vietnam are even more silent. This research gives the three
groups of women a voice.

Chapter one looks at the literature about the effect of the war on the women from
both countries. Chapter two explains the methodology used and its limitations.
Chapter three examines the place of the war in the reasons given by Australian
women for the behaviour, and problems with, their veteran husbands. The
narratives of South Vietnamese veterans ignored the war as such and
3

concentrated instead on the Communist takeover in 1975. Chapter four looks at
how the experiences of both the Australian and South Vietnamese wives reflect
the paradigm in the literature and a sense of powerlessness. Chapter five explores
how the women interviewed coped with, and in some cases, altered their
circumstances, showing how the simple notion of the passive wife ignores the
actions some women took to establish a sense of independence, even control, in
their relationships. Chapter six evaluates the way the daughters of Vietnam
veterans saw their histories. Chapter seven looks beyond the women related to
veterans and examines the stories of women who lost men in the war.

The women in the thesis are usually footnoted when they appear for the first time
only.

4

CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW

Much of the Australian literature examining the impacts of the Vietnam War has
concentrated on male veterans, which, in turn, has marginalized or simplified the
experiences of women. However, when women have been included, they have
been predominantly portrayed as passive, or powerless, or simply as victims.
This chapter begins by examining the literature in the field that relates to the way
the impacts of the war have been analysed. The literature includes official
reports, works by social historians and journalists and the media.

Findings from quantitative research have usually reported women in terms of
problems they have suffered as a result of living with veterans. The list of
problems is fairly exhaustive. For example, the 1997 Department of Veterans’
Affairs Study1 into veterans’ health included a comprehensive list of physical
and mental health problems of women along with some alarming statistics.
Although the primary focus of the study was veterans themselves, veterans were
asked a number of questions about their partners as part of the study. Thirty-six
per cent reported that service in Vietnam, or health problems arising as a
consequence of their service in Vietnam, had had a serious adverse effect on
current or past wives or partners. Forty per cent reported physical or
psychological health problems in their partners that they felt may be related to
the veterans’ Vietnam service. Forty per cent reported that their partners suffered
from stress, 34 per cent from anxiety, 30 per cent from depression, 23 per cent
from insomnia/sleep disturbance, 15 per cent from migraine, 11 per cent form
high blood pressure, and 8 per cent from alcohol/drug abuse. Thirty-nine per cent
of veterans with partners reported that treatment had been required for these
conditions. Those with greater length of service in Vietnam reported higher
levels of problems.2 One serious limitation of the study was that veterans rather
than veterans’ wives or partners identified the problems.

1

Commonwealth Department of Veterans’ Affairs, Male Vietnam Veterans Survey and
Community Comparison Outcomes’, Morbidity of Vietnam Veterans: A Study of the Health of
Australia’s Vietnam Veteran Community, Vol. 1, DVA, Canberra, 1997.
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Research from fields of study such as medicine, psychology, and psychiatry
where women were the focus generated similar findings. Dr Hedley Peach3, a
leading authority in this field, wrote that the Vietnam Veterans Health Study and
studies of the partners of veterans who attended post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) clinics in the 1990s found that ‘many partners have been adversely
affected by their husband’s war experience and that effects are still apparent 30
years after the war.’4 Frank Deane and others found in their study that partners of
veterans have at times experienced immense stress and may be at risk of
psychiatric disturbance. They referred to psychological distress, dysphoria and
anxiety.5 B. Kathleen Jordan and others concluded that wives of veterans were
victims of PTSD.6 These studies, however, by concentrating on the symptoms of
the women, were silent on their experiences, implicitly suggesting passivity and
victimhood without exploring how they coped.

The Department of Veterans’ Affairs and the Australian Centre for Posttraumatic
Mental Health in information published for veterans and their families noted
partners, family members, and friends feeling ‘pushed away’ and rejected; that
partners were often left with the full burden of running the family; in some cases,
a great deal of time was spent focussing on the veterans’ problems at the expense
of the partner’s needs. ‘It may become too much for those close to the
individual’, the document concluded.7 While it may not have been the intention
of the publication, in essence, the partners were portrayed as powerless.

2

ibid., pp. 6 and 57.
Peach, Hedley, G., ‘Australia’s Vietnam veterans’, Australian Family Physician, Vol.35, No 8,
August 2006, pp. 619-622.
4
ibid., p. 619.
5
Deane, F., McDonald, C., Chamberlain, K., Long, N., and Davin, L., ‘New Zealand Vietnam
Veterans’ Family Programme, Nga Whanau a Tu (Families of War): Development and Outcome,
Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy, vol. 19, no. 1, 1998, pp. 1-10.
6
Jordan, B., Marmar, C., Fairbank, J., Schlenger, W., Kulka, R., Hough, R., and Weiss, D.,
‘Problems in families of Male Vietnam Veterans with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder’, Journal of
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, vol. 60, no. 6, 1992, pp. 916-926.
7
Commonwealth Department of Veterans’ Affairs and the Australian Centre for Posttraumatic
Mental Health, Posttraumatic Stress disorder (PTSD) and War-Related Stress: Information for
Veterans and their Families, Department of Psychiatry, University of Melbourne, Australia,
1999, pp. 18-19.
3
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Likewise, information on the website of the ANZAC Research Institute8 about
the nature of the research it conducted into the wives of veterans in 2006/2007
suggest victimhood. (The full report has yet to be published). The website states
that the research is designed to measure ‘the amount of stress experienced by
each woman’ in the research to provide ‘a different view of the effects of
recurrent and distressing nightmares on veterans’ wives and partners’. As well,
the Head of the research team at the Institute, Dr O’Toole, said: ‘It’s a fair bet
that we’re going to find veterans’ combat experience and PTSD are related to
their wives’ mental health … These women are subject to men who are cranky,
because anger outbursts and periods of agitation are symptoms of PTSD. They
live in an environment where, one woman said, we walk on eggshells all the
time’.9

When analysing the impacts of war on women, social historians have paid
particular attention to secondary traumatisation. Joy Damousi, for example,
found a ‘pattern of secondary traumatization’ in her study of the impact of grief
and loss when the men they had married ‘had gone forever’.10 She also found
‘that a woman whose husband has suffered some psychic pain is distressed, and
feels helpless, depressed, guilty and anxious. It becomes increasingly difficult to
live under the pressure of the relationship, where he is unable to maintain the
intimacy of married life’.11 Kristy Muir also used the term secondary
traumatisation to describe the impacts of war on wives of veterans.12 Although
written about veterans and families of veterans from World War II and the
Indonesian Confrontation, her insights are equally applicable to any research on
the impact of the Vietnam War on veterans’ families. She also emphasised the

8

ANZAC Research Institute Website: http://www.anzac.edu.au/index.php?section=1
Gatfield, John, ‘The Hidden Cost of War’, Reveille, Vol. 80, No. 6, November-December 2007,
p. 33.
10
Damousi, Joy, Living with the Aftermath: Trauma, Nostalgia and Grief in Post-war Australia,
Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 2001.
11
In chapter six of her book, Living with the Aftermath: Trauma, Nostalgia and Grief in Post-war
Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 2001, Joy Damousi listed the findings of
clinical studies carried out by Zahava Soloman et al., ‘Front Line to Home Front; A Study of
Secondary Traumatization’, Family Process, 31 September 1992, pp. 289-302, and by Raftery,
John and Schubert, Sandra, A Very Changed Man: Families of World War II Veterans Fifty Years
after the War, Adelaide, School of Human Resource Studies, University of South Australia, n.d.,
p. 25.
9
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present-tense nature of secondary traumatisation when she wrote that ‘the past is
intimately connected with the present for these veterans and their families
because their trauma cannot be consigned to the past … Their histories govern
their lives’13 and ‘These families battle daily with abuse, isolation and
loneliness’.14 Dominick LaCapra, in Writing History, Writing Trauma, used an
analogy to describe secondary traumatisation. He wrote that traumatic events ‘are
not entirely owned … by an individual or group [of survivors]’. If traumatised
people ‘haunt a house (a nation, a group), they come to disturb all who live [sic]
– perhaps even pass through that house’.15 In her book, historian Gina Lennox
used a similar analogy in the form of a quote from a veteran, ‘There is an old
saying: ‘If you live with a cripple long enough you end up walking with a limp’
and I think my wife has PTSD herself’.16

The view of the partners of Vietnam veterans as victims is particularly marked in
the works of journalists. Siobhan McHugh’s Minefields and Miniskirts is one
example. The titles of two of the chapters, ‘Walking on eggshells’ and ‘A
prisoner in his world’ promote an image of subjection. Generally, the women are
passive, having been disempowered by controlling husbands. One of the women
interviewed for her book described how her ‘family moved around, eventually
settling on the north coast of New South Wales’ where the interviewee said her
husband kept her ‘a prisoner in his world’. She was ‘not allowed’ to have friends
and was stranded in the bush all day while her husband had the car.17 Another
woman McHugh interviewed said, ‘He used to say the most woeful things to me,
demean and degrade me as much as he could; you just get the guts ripped out of
you to the point where you start believing what they tell you, you think you’re an
unworthy person …’.18
12

Muir, Kristy, L., The Hidden Cost of War: The Psychological Effects of the Second World War
and Indonesian Confrontation on Australian Veterans and their Families, University of
Wollongong, NSW, 2003. Unpublished PhD thesis.
13
ibid., p. 24.
14
ibid., p. 296.
15
LaCapra, Dominick, Writing History, Writing Trauma, The John Hopkins University Press,
Baltimore, 2001, p. 215.
16
In Forged by War: Australians in Combat and Back Home, Melbourne University Press,
Victoria, 2005, p. 222, author Gina Lennox quoted Garry Heskett, a Vietnam veteran.
17
McHugh, Siobhan, Minefields and Miniskirts: Australian Women and the Vietnam War,
Doubleday, South Melbourne, Victoria, 2005 p. 196.
18
ibid., p. 195.
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Jonathon Dart is another example. He wrote in a recent article19 that the ‘wives
and partners who stayed at home also paid a price as men marched off to war’.
To support his claim, he used the wife of one veteran as the focus for his article,
depicting her as vulnerable if not weak, passive and overshadowed by her
husband’s life: ‘For Cathie Arkell [the wife of a veteran], the first lesson was
patience’; ‘It was hard, she says, being without him’; ‘For Cathie Arkell, the
silences were long and sustained well after Jack returned home in August 1968’;
‘there's a little sadness in Cathie's face … for all that she has gone through’ and
she has ‘learnt how to deal with Jack - the bad moods, the insomnia, the
arguments’. John Van Tiggelen echoed similar sentiments in an article where he
quoted Kaye Burrows, the wife of a veteran, as saying ‘being around Alan [her
veteran husband] was like walking on eggshells’.20 (Curiously enough, Dart
seemed to ignore the suggestion of agency in Cathie’s comment that she had
‘learnt to deal with’ her husband’s behaviour).

Similar themes of victimhood have been explored in numerous other articles
written in recent years. Regardless of the intention of the authors of such articles,
the outcome has been the overwhelming portrayal of women as victims,
sometimes in very emotive ways. The authors have done this either through
authorial comment or by quoting what the women said when interviewed and, at
times, fallaciously arguing that one singular experience is universal. For
example, Paul Daley featured a woman who had been married twice, both times
to Vietnam veterans, in his piece in The Bulletin. The title of the article was
Silent Scream with the subheading: ‘Two husbands broken in body and spirit.
One child driven to suicide and another deeply depressed. How life became a
nightmare for one military wife’. He wrote that her second husband ‘verbally
abused her’ and ‘he often came home so drunk he couldn’t get to the toilet. She’d
clean him up’. Daley quoted the wife as saying ‘I would walk out and sit on the
sofa in the middle of the night and stuff a cushion into my mouth so nobody
would hear me scream’. Daley also linked her story to what is now almost
orthodoxy about that conflict by writing ‘Vietnam was a deeply unpopular war

19

Dart, Jonathan, ‘The war that was fought at home’, Sydney Morning Herald: Online, 24 April
2009.
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and there was precious little sympathy for those who had been there even if
they’d been horrifically maimed. Instead the vets were spat upon and doused
with red paint. They met chants of “baby killer” and “murderer”’.21

The theme of women as victims has also run through ABC television
documentaries that have gone to air in recent years. Again, regardless of the
intention of the producers of these programs, the outcome has been the portrayal
of women as victims, either explicitly or implicitly. Nerida Egan, the wife of a
veteran said during an interview: ‘The mental cruelty was terrible. He made me
feel worthless. It was really hard. I hated him … He made our life hell.’ 22 The
wife of another veteran said during an interview in another program that when
‘the men came back from Vietnam, it was such a political time and there were so
many marches and anti-war hysteria going on that it was a shame and an
embarrassment for any of these men to say that they had been in Vietnam’.23 It
would appear that the wife featured in the latter program saw her husband and,
perhaps herself even, as victims of people’s disdain of the war.

The Wives and Daughters of South Vietnamese veterans

The literature about South Vietnamese women who fled South Vietnam and
settled in Australia presents a more balanced picture of their experiences, than
the literature about wives of Australian veterans, by embracing both the elements
of victimhood and agency. However, literature about the experiences of one
specific group of women, wives of South Vietnamese veterans living in
Australia, is absent. Their experiences are not singled out but rather subsumed in
the literature about Vietnamese refugees who came to Australia.

20

Van Tiggelen, John, ‘2 of us: Alan Burrows and Kaye Burrows’, Good Weekend Magazine,
The Sydney Morning Herald, 31 March 2007, p. 20.
21
Daley, Paul, ’Silent Scream’, The Bulletin, 6 February 2007, pp. 28-32.
22
‘Down to Earth’, Australian Story, ABC, , Program Transcript, Monday, 26 March 2007.
23
‘Saving Trooper Gebhardt’, Australian Story, ABC, Program Transcript, 11 July 2005.
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Initially, literature about the impacts of the Vietnam War on South Vietnamese
people focussed on the events that took place in Vietnam following the
Communist takeover at the end of the war. The reason for this focus was
presumably the overwhelming effect of the changes that Communism had on the
people of South Vietnam. A number of historians24 have described in great detail
the events that took place in post-war Vietnam. They described the setting up of
Re-education Camps better known as, and commonly referred to as, Forced
Labour Camps to which thousands of South Vietnamese men and some women
were sent as punishment for their role in the war; the devaluation of the South
Vietnamese currency which rendered it worthless; the sweeping educational
changes; the re-location of families and communities to New Economic Zones.
They described the hardship that families faced as a result of poverty, especially
for those families without a regular income because husbands, fathers and sons
had been incarcerated. They also described the exodus of people who fled South
Vietnam for a better life.

There is also a growing body of literature devoted to the refugees who fled to
Australia after the collapse of South Vietnam in 1975 without, however,
identifying those women who were wives of veterans. The literature has included
statistical and demographic information about Vietnamese Refugees found in
publications such as those of Nancy Viviani,25 and on relevant websites.26

A number of authors have written about the experiences of South Vietnamese
people living in Australia. Vietnamese Australian authors Duy Long Nguyen and
Kim Huynh have put a human face on the statistical information, referred to

24

Historians include Chandler, David P., Roff, William R., Smail, John R, Steinberg, David Joel,
(ed.), Taylor, Robert H, Woodside, Alexander, Wyatt, David K., In Search of Southeast Asia: A
Modern History, University of Hawaii, Honolulu, 1987, Jamieson, Neil L, Understanding
Vietnam, University of California Press, California, 1993, Hiebert, Murray, Chasing the Tigers –
A Portrait of the New Vietnam, Kodansha International, New York, United States of America,
1996, Kamm, Henry, Dragon Ascending, Vietnam and the Vietnamese, Arcade Publishing, New
York, 1996, Lamb, David, Vietnam Now – A reporter returns, Public Affairs, New York, 2002.
25
Viviani, Nancy, The Long Journey: Vietnamese Migration and Settlement in Australia,
Melbourne University Press, Carlton, Victoria, 1984, and Viviani, Nancy, The Indochinese in
Australia 1975-1995: from Burnt Boats to Barbecues, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1996,
and http://elecpress.monash.edu.au/pnp/free/pnpv5n3/viviani.htm
26
Statistical information can be found at websites such as the Vietnamese General Information
Website, http://www.mdaa.org.au/publications/ethnicity/Vietnamese/general.html

11

earlier, in their respective autobiographies.27 Both authors described how the
Communist takeover affected them and their families and how they triumphed
over their adversity.

More relevant to this thesis are the diasporas of South Vietnamese women who
came to Australia as refugees. For example, in Voyage of Hope28 published in
2005, Nathalie Nguyen exposed the experiences of twelve women who arrived in
Australia as part of the massive exodus of refugees from Vietnam following the
end of the Vietnam War in 1975. It related the women’s memories of life in
Vietnam during the French colonial period and after, their memories of the war
and its aftermath, and what motivated them to leave their homeland and embark
‘on an often dangerous journey to freedom – a voyage of hope that eventually led
them to a new life in Australia’. However, none of the women whose stories are
told in this book are wives or daughters of veterans.
In More than Boatpeople,29 Australian author Pam Scott related the stories of
seven ‘ordinary [South Vietnamese] women who have lived extraordinary lives,
caught up in events beyond their control’ who settled in Australia. She wrote that
much of the burden for raising a new generation and integrating into a very
different society fell to the women; that today the Vietnamese community in
Australia is a vibrant and valued part of Australian society; that Vietnamese
refugees and migrants have enriched society and their children ‘have done them
proud in many fields of endeavour’. She wrote that ‘in spite of the obstacles and
challenges they faced, the refugees from Vietnam have triumphed’. Whilst her
book is an affirmation of the courage of women, yet, again, none of the women
are wives or daughters of veterans.

27
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Arguably, the book most relevant to this thesis is Nam Phuong’s autobiography30
published in 1991. Although Nam Phuong is not the wife of a veteran, she was a
refugee and perhaps for the first and only time, the events of post-war Vietnam
were told in English from the perspective of a woman who lived through them.
More importantly, the focus of her autobiography was how she dealt with these
events and with her feelings such as the sense of loss she experienced. Her story
describes the impact of the war at a very personal level. She recalled, for
example, the pain of destroying the letters from an Australian doctor with whom
she had fallen in love - letters that had become under Communist rule, a
‘depraved cultural thing’. She wrote that ‘a beautiful part of myself disappeared
as the vivid blue-inked handwriting rapidly vanished in the silent flames’.31 She
also recalled having to attend meetings in the community hall four times per
week to be ‘educated’. The following words captured the feeling of hopelessness
of the people made to attend these meetings and a sense of futility: ‘Ho Chi Minh
muon nam!’, ‘Long live! Long live’ came the faint response from the crowd with
hands raised and lowered, tired and aching’.32

Yet, Nam Phuong showed courage, a theme that runs through her autobiography.
She described her repeated escape attempts between 1977 and 1981, followed by
imprisonment which included being subjected to solitary confinement after her
first attempt. She made a successful escape on her seventh attempt in 1981 when
she and seventy other refugees were rescued after a storm at sea by the Pakistani
ship the Al Hasan on 9 September 1981.

She eventually settled in Australia, where she described having a ‘wonderful
feeling of living in real freedom, of being totally independent in mind and heart
… But the most beautiful thing of all was being respected and trusted as a normal
human being’. It would appear from this comment that she found peace living in
Australia. However, she also wrote the following about Vietnam when visiting
there in 1987: ‘I had returned to my homeland only to exchange my feelings of
nostalgia for the reality of life without love and compassion. My country was like
30
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a deserted mother standing shivering in the sombre winter, waiting for the dawn
to warm her up.’33 Her visit may have prompted her to make this observation: ‘I
was a woman with a divided heart!’ For Nam Phuong, there remains a loss. It is a
theme that emerges in the narratives of the wives and daughters of South
Vietnamese veterans involved in this research.

Australian Children

Literature about the transgenerational effects of the Vietnam War on Australian
children has been limited and has also repeated the theme of victimhood, more
often than not reported in terms of problems that children of veterans have.
Quantitative studies of the impact of the war on children of Australian veterans
began in the mid-1990s. One such study was that undertaken by the Department
of Veterans’ Affairs. It found that the suicide rate of children of Vietnam
veterans was three times higher than for the general population; 11 percent of
veterans reported more than one of their children diagnosed with a psychiatric
problem; 16 percent reported one or more children with an anxiety disorder.34

Other

quantitative

studies

have

reached

similar

conclusions

about

transgenerational effects of the war on children. For example, Stephanie George
wrote of ‘afflictions of the fathers being passed on to the sons and daughters of
veterans’ and of ‘behavioural problems that mothers have reported to the
University of Western Sydney team that include tantrums, eating disorders and
leaving home very young’.35 Ann Davidson and David Mellor in 2001 found that
there was, and is, transgenerational transfer of mental illnesses such as
depression. They found that children of the Post-traumatic Stress Disorder
veteran group in the Australian study were less well adjusted than the control
groups in their research on measures of self-esteem, stress symptomology and

32
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family functioning.36 A more recent study of seventy families of Vietnam
veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder also reached similar conclusions
finding ‘children aged between 13 and into their 30’s being at significantly
greater risk of suicide, anger, low self-esteem, drug and alcohol problems,
depression and anxiety than the general population’.37

Qualitative literature about the impacts of the war on daughters of veterans,
likewise, promotes the image of victimhood. Extracts from two pieces of writing
that were published by the Vietnam Veterans Counselling Service show the sorts
of experiences that daughters wrote about that affirm the medical and psychology
research to date. The following lines are from Not alone: ‘Growing up a child of
a Vietnam veteran was hard … I always felt so alone I could never talk to my
friends about what life was like living with my Dad … When I was a 15 years
old I tried to slash my wrists, I had had enough of it all, I felt confused, hurt and
all by myself. I was alone. I hated my father’.38 The following lines are from
Counsel: ‘Why couldn’t I have had a normal father, why did I have to grow up in
such fear and ugliness? It’s the hardest thing to reconcile all the polarities, the
hate and the love, the bitterness and the soul-destroying pity of living with
someone affected by war’.39 The images created by the two women in the
extracts potentially become the public image of the transgenerational effects of
the war because they appear in an official publication.

Interestingly, American literature about the transgenerational effects of the
Vietnam war on daughters and sons of American veterans, also paints a picture
of victimhood, although it does so in more disturbing imagery. Grossman, for
example, claims that the long-term legacy of the war on American families has
not been just thousands of troubled veterans but it has also been thousands of
troubled marriages that have continued to impact on women, children, and future
36
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generations. Children of broken families are more likely to be physically and
sexually abused, and children of divorce are more likely to become child-abusing
adults. ‘And this [the impact of troubled marriages] is only one facet of the price
this nation will pay for those skills in the jungles of Vietnam’.40
Similar images feature in the work of Joanna Bourke. In making the point that
violent veterans preoccupied American film-makers, Bourke quoted the
following: ‘The demented-vet portrait has become so casual, so commonplace,
that one pictures the children of Vietnam veterans shivering beneath their
blankets and wondering if Daddy will come in with a goodnight kiss or a Black
and Decker chainsaw’.41

Articles that have appeared in the Australian media about the effects of the war
on children of Australian veterans present a less disturbing image but have also
created the impression that all children of veterans have suffered dire
consequences as the daughter or son of a veteran. The author of one article made
the fair statement that ‘Decisions made by Menzies and Holt in the 1960s are still
being felt by families today’. However, he also made the contentious statement
that ‘Karen [the daughter of a veteran] and other children of Vietnam veterans
weren’t made aware of the risks they were exposed to. They had to live with the
pain of their family situations in isolation’.42
Similarly, a review of the play, The Seed, which appeared in The Sun Herald43,
provides another example of the portrayal of the children of veterans as victims.
In the review, the author of the play, Kate Mulvaney, said that the play told a
story common to many soldiers who fought in Vietnam and their families. She
drew upon her own experience as the daughter of a Vietnam veteran and upon
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the experiences of other veterans and their families. However, in the review,
Kate Mulvaney is also quoted as saying that ‘the vets are dropping off from
leukaemia, their kids are born with illnesses and their wives have had their
insides ruined. War doesn’t end when someone wins or loses. It keeps going
through the generations’. Generalisations such as these not only affirm the image
of daughters of veterans solely as victims but they send the message that every
family where a veteran is the husband or the father were victims.

Loss

Literature about war widowhood has focused on the immediate impact on them
of their husband’s death and not on how they survived and the resilience they
showed to push through their ordeal and go on to lead their lives. Historians44
have described the shock, grief, loss, and disbelief that women felt when they
received news that a loved one had been killed in action. Joy Damousi, for
example, described the impact on Jean Fry, a widow from World War II: ‘The
anger of losing her husband is a tragedy that has never left her’.45 She also
quoted Jean Fry’s words from the interview she did with her: ‘The grief was
something that you had to fight with at the time … It was something that lived
with you the whole time … it’s something that gnaws away at you and you’re
conscious of it all the time. I can only say it really was like recovering from a
major operation’.46 Damousi also described the experience of Barbara Brown, a
Vietnam War widow, whom she interviewed in her research, that emulates the
experience of Jean Fry: ‘Lots of tears and they still come occasionally …
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because it was a real loss to me because we were really in love’.47 This thesis
affirms the grief and profound sense of loss that Damousi has identified and
described in her book. However, it also depicts a more complex picture. And,
although Damousi does not make the point in her book of the continuity of the
experience of war widowhood throughout the different wars, it is apparent from
the examples of Jean Fry and Barbara Brown, that this is the case.

Historians have also described the effect on women of the absence of the body of
a husband killed in war. They have noted that during the World Wars, the bodies
of Australian soldiers remained in Europe and in South East Asia and in the
Pacific where they were buried. Damousi has written that without ‘the ritual of a
funeral and a dead body, it was difficult to imagine that the soldier whom they
had last seen alive was now deceased. Relatives of both wars were desperate to
obtain all the details they could about their deceased sons and husbands’.48 This
search for details of the death assumed greater importance, as a result. Other
historians have expressed similar thoughts. Jen Hawksley wrote ‘detailed
knowledge as to what exactly had happened to their sons was the closest
substitute to having been there. Those who were able to gain closure were much
more likely to accept the death of a loved one than those who did not’.49 John
McQuilton wrote that there ‘is little doubt that some families wished to know the
truth about how their men had died’.50

There is little in the literature on war widows and the return of the dead in
relation to the Vietnam war. Although the bodies of the dead were repatriated
from Vietnam for burial at home, the body was still, in one sense, ‘absent’.
Wives, and families, were not allowed to view them. One could predict that this
practice of not viewing the body, may have given rise to disturbing thoughts such
as the possibility that the wrong body, might have been returned home.

Another element of war widowhood that historians have identified is the context
in which women grieved their loss. For much of the last century, women were
47
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expected to suppress their emotions - historians speak of the suppression of grief.
Pat Jalland wrote about this in great depth. She traced its origin back to the
‘tragic mass slaughter of young men in the Great War [that] undoubtedly helped
to create the new model of suppressed, privatised grieving that so deeply
constrained the next two generations’. 51 In her book, she made reference to Ken
Inglis who wrote of ‘spartan control’ being the proper demeanour expected of
women as well as men in response to the news of the death of a son, husband or
brother.52 She also made reference to Graeme McInnes who remembered Anzac
Days in the 1920s, when stern-faced bereaved mothers ‘attended service standing
erect and dry-eyed, their bosoms stitched with their sons’ medals’.53

The experience of a widow from the Vietnam War described by Damousi would
appear to reflect the constraint placed on women dealing with the death of a
husband at war. Damousi wrote about Lois Murphy that in ‘a similar way [to
women who lost husbands in the World Wars], Lois Murphy found herself
resisting an overt expression of grief when her husband, James, died in
December 1969 while serving in Vietnam’. She wrote that Murphy recalled how,
despite having great support from other members of the air force, she felt
restrained and when ‘you get that sort of support you feel a whimp if you’ve
cried over everybody. You don’t slobber all over everyone. You try to be a little
bit strong’.54

It is possible to conceive that the pressure on the widows of Vietnam veterans to
suppress grief was even greater in the Vietnam War era than in the World Wars
because of society’s changing attitude towards the Vietnam War where
acceptance was replaced by scepticism and public protest. It is conceivable that
women who had lost husbands in this war felt there was less empathy or
sympathy towards them. Certainly, the following table shows at a glance the
change in public attitude towards the wars fought between 1900 and the present:
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Table 4.3 Armed Forces and Postmodern Society55

Period

Wars

Date range

Public

attitude

towards war
Early modern

Pre-Cold War

1900-1945

Supportive

Late modern

Cold War

1945-1990

Ambivalent

Postmodern

Post-Cold War

1990-

Sceptical,
apathetic,
indifferent

It would seem that some historians, however, have positioned the public attitude
toward the Vietnam War into the postmodern era rather than in the late modern
era in the theoretical context of the Table above. In commenting about the feeling
in America, Joanna Bourke wrote that the ‘bloodstained, rebirthed warrior was
aborted on home soil’. She quoted another historian in her book who wrote that
‘there were no meaningful sacrifices in Vietnam’.56 Stephen Garton claimed that
Australian soldiers returning from the Vietnam War were made to feel like the
‘black sheep of the Anzac tradition’, and that ‘one of the virtues of soldiering had
always been the status of true manhood that it conferred. Now young men and
women seemed to desire something other than the warrior ideal … While the
veterans had numerous supporters, many of these were older Australians. Their
peers, however, seemed to be heading in a different direction’.57 If such
arguments are correct, then the atmosphere in which women grieved the loss of
husbands in this war may have been even more constrained than for previous
wars.
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There are a number of other issues that have been addressed as part of the
research into death of a loved one at war. Two are particularly relevant to this
thesis. One is the attitude that people should ‘move on’ or ‘get over it’. Tony
Walter has pointed out that while society has often allowed for the initial shock
response or tears and depression it has often encouraged individuals to get on
with their lives; that this has often come in the form of group distraction or
encouragement to the widow or widower to remarry or see others again.58 The
other is its reverse image, of widows who never re-married and have held onto an
image of ‘perfect love’ and ‘idealised memories’.59

In summary, then, the literature presents a fairly common view of the place and
status of women associated with Australian Vietnam veterans as partners and
children. The overwhelming message is that they were victims and that they have
suffered. What is missing is what women have done and how they felt, their
resilience and strength. This gap in the literature exists because of the strength of
the veteran’s story and the ensuing consequences this may bring for their
families. It is a result of perceiving women, as the wives and daughters of
veterans, rather than as independent people first. In essence, much of the
literature is patriarchal; it has portrayed women as victims of men and as passive
in their relationships with men. The words that describe women such as
‘victims’, which are found in both quantitative and qualitative literature, impart
the impression that the impacts of the war are constant and are not subject to
change. The literature is very much determined by reductionism, which ignores
the complexities of aspects as diverse as women’s ability to survive by forming
friendships in times of adversity to taking control. The question also arises that if
36 per cent of veterans reported that service in Vietnam, or health problems
arising as a consequence of their service in Vietnam, had had a serious adverse
effect on current or past wives or partners as reported in the DVA Study of 1997,
what about the remaining 64 per cent?
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Hedley Peach recognised these limitations in 2005. ‘Australia’ he wrote, ‘should
develop a broad research strategy that uses a wider definition of health, looks at
veterans’ families as a whole, and does so from a range of perspectives,
including sociological, life-course and transgeneration perspectives’. He also
wrote that there has been no research in Australia into why some veterans’
families are more resilient than others and how this resilience might be
enhanced.60 Similarly, the purpose of the ‘Vietnam Veterans’ Family Study - An
Intergenerational Study’61 (to be conducted by the Department of Veterans’
Affairs between 2009 - 2016) is far broader in scope than any preceding
enquiries into the impacts of the Vietnam War. The study is calling for a broad
and representative group of participants that not only includes those who feel
they have suffered because of service in Vietnam, but also those who feel they
have not suffered. That research may well challenge the image of the wives of
veterans (and their children) solely as victims. Both have provided the departure
point for this thesis.

Literature about the impact of the war on South Vietnamese women has
embraced the experiences of refugees of war and their adaptation to living in
Australia. The literature includes stories of courage and strength and how women
dealt with their circumstances, yet the wives of Vietnam veterans have not been
analysed. The literature has provided valuable background information, and a
second point of departure for this thesis, which looks specifically at the
experiences of wives of South Vietnamese veterans.

Literature about the daughters of Australian veterans provided the third point of
departure for this thesis. It is also limited and much of it is similar to the
literature about the wives of Australian veterans: the daughters have been painted
as women with problems and as passive beings. It has not addressed the ways in
which they have reacted to and/or dealt with their circumstances. Similarly, the
experiences of daughters of South Vietnamese veterans, like the wives of South
Vietnamese veterans, have been subsumed in the literature about the refugees
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who came to Australia. Yet, it is clear that the transgenerational effects are
worthy of closer study. Hedley Peach questioned the conclusions drawn from
studies showing that there is a higher prevalence of accidental deaths and suicide
among the children of Vietnam veterans as compared to children of ‘average’
Australian parents. He also stated that the few earlier studies of the impact of the
war on children were too small and lacked rigour.62 Dr Brian O’Toole said he
‘wants to interview the children of the same veterans that he has studied over the
past fifteen years, to see if and how they have been affected.63 Again, the
findings from the DVA’s ‘Vietnam Veterans’ Family Study – An
Intergenerational Study’ could provide new insights into the transgenerational
effects of war.

The literature about loss and widows in war was the fourth point of departure in
the thesis. The literature on widows from the Vietnam War (which is very small)
presents them as victims, much in the same way it has presented widows of
previous wars as victims. How the women dealt with life after the initial shock of
losing a husband has been largely omitted. This thesis looks at how these women
survived and what they have done over the past forty years. Although it affirms
the grief and profound sense of loss that Damousi identified and described in her
book, its focus is on the way the women initially handled the news and then how
they made sense of their grief and bereavement and, at a later stage, get on with
their lives when the time was right for them to do so.

This thesis does not challenge the argument that the partners of Vietnam veterans
and their children have been victims. Yet such a view reduces the experiences of
these women to one single view, the women themselves to stereotypes and
allows no place for growth, change and agency which became part of these
women’s lives. It is a far more complex and complicated picture than the
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literature generally allows, but it is one that gives a voice to the history of these
women.
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY AND PROBLEMS

This thesis is a qualitative study based mostly on forty-one spoken and written
narratives of Australian and South Vietnamese women affected by the Vietnam
War.1 A brief comment about each of the women who participated in the
research is found in the Appendix. Whether through the spoken or written word,
a narrative approach to stories and their analysis provides an important platform
for understanding the experiences of others and for giving a voice to those who
have been overlooked in history.

Twenty of the women involved in this research are wives of Australian veterans.
They were born in the late 1940s and early 1950s although not all were born in
Australia; most married at a young age, and have remained married to the same
husband for forty years; all are parents and grandparents. Most are still working
in various fields such as nursing, farming, education, and middle management.

Eight of the women involved in this research are wives of South Vietnamese
Veterans who lived in South Vietnam during the war and either escaped or
migrated to Australia after the Fall of Saigon in 1975. They are mothers and
grandmothers and are either working in paid positions or are retired and doing
voluntary work for various Vietnamese organisations in Australia.

Eight of the women involved in this research are the daughters of Australian
veterans. They are in their late twenties/early thirties; they are mothers and career
women, working in such diverse fields as Human Movement, Education, and
Human Resource Management. Three of the women are daughters of South
Vietnamese women who were girls or young women during the war; their ages
range from forty to fifty. One is a qualified accountant and runs an accountancy
firm; another is the mayor of a local council; the third works as a mechanist. Two
are politically active. The third is hoping to be given Australian citizenship.

1

All of the women’s names have been changed.
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Two of the women who provided testimonies are widows. Both are parents and
grandparents and both are active in their local branches of the Vietnam Veterans
Association.

The method of research
Following approval from the Human Research Ethics Committee at the
University of Wollongong to conduct this research, contact with participants was
made through professional and social networks. As well, advertisements were
sent to organisations such as The Partners of Veterans Association of Australia
and the Illawarra Sub Branch of the Vietnam Veterans’ Association of Australia.
The advertisements explained that the research being undertaken was about the
impact of the war on women. It asked widows of the Vietnam War, and
wives/partners of veterans and children of veterans aged eighteen and over to
respond to the researcher whose contact details were provided. In an attempt to
involve South Vietnamese women, a questionnaire in both English and
Vietnamese was also sent to a number of relevant organisations such as the
Vietnamese Community in Wollongong and the Vietnam Veterans Federation.
The questionnaire contained a number of questions about the impact of the war
on women and resulted in a small number of written responses that are included
in this thesis.

At the time contact was made with potential participants, it was made clear that
those who wished to participate could withdraw at any time; it was also
emphasised that participants were under no obligation to answer all of the
questions, especially any that made them feel uncomfortable. The contact details
of counsellors were included so that participants could seek help if they became
upset during or after their participation. The anonymity of participants was
guaranteed.
When women were approached about being involved in this research, they
determined the nature of their participation, the direction of their narratives and,
indeed, the content of the resulting thesis. Essentially, then, this methodology
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was a means of attributing women with agency and voice. This empowering
approach similarly penetrated the very language this thesis employs as women
are defined not solely in relation to the men in their lives, but as significant
independent entities. Only when establishing their relationship to the topic are
women identified by their status as wives or daughters.

Most women who responded to the advertisements were interviewed and these
interviews were recorded. Recorded interviews are a powerful way of capturing
oral history through the nuances and emotions in the spoken word. For example,
in the interview with Gina, she became very upset when recalling the emotional
abuse she had suffered in the early years of her marriage: ‘I couldn’t cope any
more. I couldn’t cope any more with the way that he was degrading and
humiliating me, talking to me in front of the kids …’.2 This rawness of
spontaneous emotion was less apparent in the planned responses of written
narratives.

Some women preferred to write about their experiences, stating that it was easier
for them to write rather than speak. The written narratives are often more
considered, structured and reflective and lack the spontaneity of an oral
interview, and they give the writers greater control over what they choose to
reveal. But they are an equally powerful way of capturing the past and at times
provide profound insights. Jackie, for example, articulately recalled her
relationship with her future husband prior to his conscription into the army:
He parked the car and walked me to the gate, holding my hand
and with that look of young love in his eyes he asked me (with a
‘when we grow up’ type of suggestion) ‘will you marry me?’
There was no need for an answer, but he did go on to say, he
would not be one of those blokes who leave their wife and
family at home, and go down the pub every night. He would do
all that stuff now, and be a good husband and father. Those
words stayed with me, but left him. The dream was shattered, or

2

Interview with Gina on 11 May 2007.
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scattered to the wind, or the forces of time and the experiences
to come.3

Those who chose to be interviewed were sent questions in advance of the
interview. They chose the venue and time for the interview. All except one chose
to be interviewed at home. Most interviews went for about forty minutes and
were recorded on a Sony Digital Notetaker. Transcripts of the interviews were
made and sent to the interviewees who were asked to check for accuracy and to
return them to the researcher. They were also invited to make changes, delete
material from the transcripts which they were not comfortable revealing, or to
add to them.

Throughout this process, the use of technologies such as the internet, computers
and mobile phones greatly helped the research in a number of ways. New
technologies have brought about basic shifts in patterns of communication and
human relationships. They have allowed researchers more immediate and easier
access to documents, sources and people. With this thesis, technologies made
communication on a number of levels easier most especially when contact was
made with potential participants. It was easier to follow up the initial contact, and
to establish a rapport leading up to the interview. Follow up after the interview
was, likewise, easier. In addition, the few participants who chose to be involved
in the research through emailing were less inhibited in their responses perhaps
because they knew they were not ever going to meet up with the researcher.
However, their responses were far briefer.

The interviews for this research incorporated approaches from a number of
articles and books about interviewing. Of particular value in this regard were the
observations of Kristy Muir, Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson about how to
conduct interviews.4 Their suggestions included the importance of preparation, of
establishing rapport and intimacy, of listening and asking open-ended questions,
3

Correspondence from Jackie, September 2007.
Muir, Kristy, L., op. cit., and ‘Madness, the military and methodology: using oral history to
understand the social effects of the Second World War on Australian veterans’, Oral History
Review, Vol. 25, No. 3, p. 15, and Perks, Robert, and Thomson, Alistair, The Oral History
Reader, Routledge, London, 1998.
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of not interrupting, of allowing for pauses and silences, of avoiding jargon or
probing, of minimising the presence of the tape recorder, and so on. The advice
also included beginning interviews with easy questions that were designed to set
up a rapport and make the women feel comfortable about being interviewed. The
following are examples of the easy questions that were asked of wives of
veterans: in which decade were you born? Where did you grow up? When did
you meet your husband? When were you married? If you were already married
or in a relationship pre-Vietnam, where were you living? Have you moved
around much post the Vietnam War? Did you have children? The questions that
followed were open-ended, thus enabling women to choose which experiences
were central to their feelings about the impact of the war on them and what
actions they took.

In researching interviewing strategies, a deliberate effort was made to consider
what experts said about interviews with women, especially given that the
researcher was male and the participants were female. The experts included
Kathryn Anderson and Dana Jack. Their following insightful advice on this
matter is quoted at this point because it provided a guide that helped a male
researcher solicit the most meaningful response possible from the women
involved:

We need to hear what women implied, suggested, and started to
say but didn’t. We need to interpret their pauses and, when it
happens, their unwillingness or inability to respond. We need to
consider carefully whether our interviews create a context in
which women feel comfortable exploring the subjective feelings
that give meaning to actions, things, and events, whether they
allow women to explore “unwomanly” feelings and behaviours,
and whether they encourage women to explain what they mean
in their own terms. 5

5

Anderson, Kathryn and Jack, Dana C., ‘Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyse,
in Gluck, Sherna Berger, and Patai, Daphne (eds.), Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of
Oral History, Routledge, U.S.A., 1991, pp. 16-17.
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The value of oral history
A number of oral historians have affirmed the value of recorded interviews.
Wendy Lowenstein said ‘I just think oral evidence is and always has been man’s
prime way of passing on history and I think this is just starting to come back to
its own after a period of over-obsession with the printed word’.6 Kate DarianSmith and Paula Hamilton wrote: ‘Oral history and ethnohistory, for example,
are directed at capturing and recording memory, and evaluating individual
memories as one constituent of a collective consciousness’.7 Perks and Thomson
noted that ‘… interviews have documented particular aspects of historical
experience which tend to be missing from other sources, such as personal
relations, domestic work or family life, and they have resonated with the
subjective or personal meanings of lived experience’.8 Muir, for example,
pointed out that oral history can assist in not only filling gaps in social history,
but also bringing insight and depth to events and people in Australia’s past.9
These observations - which shaped this study’s original direction - have been
confirmed by the researcher’s experience. As has been discussed, the use of oral
narratives in this study gave the researcher unique access to emotionally intimate
aspects of the interviewees’ experiences.

Thompson also wrote that oral history ‘can be used to change the focus of history
itself, and open new areas of inquiry’ and, ‘it can give back to the people who
made and experienced history, through their own words, a central place’.10
Although the following observation is to do with the value of oral history and
World War II, it is very relevant to this thesis: ‘Through oral histories, civilian
memories of war have, quite literally, been given a public voice’.11

6

Lowenstein, Wendy quoted on ‘Hindsight: The Struggle of Memory Against Forgetting,’ ABC
Radio National, 12 November 2006.
7
Darian-Smith, Kate, and Hamilton, Paula, ‘Introduction’, in Darian-Smith, Kate, and Hamilton,
Paula, (eds.), Memory and History in Twentieth-Century Australia, Oxford University Press,
1994, p. 3.
8
Perks, Robert, and Thomson, Alistair, op. cit., p. ix.
9
Muir, K., ‘Madness, the military and methodology: using oral history to understand the social
effects of the Second World War on Australian veterans’, op. cit., p. 18.
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Thompson, Paul, ‘The voice of the past: oral history’, in Perks, Robert, and Thomson, Alistair,
op. cit., p. 22.
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Such observations about the value of oral history have had significance for this
study as the researcher has sought to both empower interviewees and to validate
their previously untold narratives. Oral history ‘ … [records] the experience of
people who have been hidden from history’12; ‘it allows participants to tell their
stories in their own words with less of the filtering process of fitting stories into a
traditional history of the dominant class’.13

Indeed, some feminist historians have stressed the value of capturing women’s
experiences through recorded interviews. For example, Anderson and Jack have
said that oral history interviews provided an invaluable means of generating new
insights into women’s experiences in their worlds. The spontaneous exchange
within an interview offered possibilities of freedom and flexibility for researchers
and narrators alike. For the narrator, the interview provided the opportunity to
tell her own story in her own terms.14 These are highly significant comments for
this research as such insights largely determined the direction the research took:
capturing women’s experiences, including their actions and reactions to difficult
and demanding situations.

The validity and limitations of oral history

The validity of oral history has been an issue debated amongst historians. Patrick
O’Farrell, for example, was condemnatory, saying, ‘It might be that its
popularity springs from oral histories being history the easy way, tales heard by
the eyes. As such it is a reversion to a primitive prehistoric form of recounting
the past, a retreat from analysis, discipline, depth and precision, perhaps history
of the heart not of the head. And where will it lead us? Not into history but into
myth’.15 Other historians, however, have affirmed its validity. For example,
Donna Green and Kathleen Troop have written that historians now argue that
11

Darian-Smith, Kate, ‘War Stories: Remembering the Australian Home Front During the
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Routledge, U.S.A., 1991.
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oral history has a different ‘credibility’ from the empirical evidence of
documentary sources and that ‘subjective and collective meaning is embedded in
the narrative structures people employ to describe the past …’.16 Alessandro
Portelli has similarly said, ‘Oral sources are credible but with a different
credibility. The importance of oral testimony may lie not in its adherence to fact,
but rather in its departure from it … therefore, there are no ‘false’ oral sources’.17

As well, there has been conjecture regarding the limitations of oral history as a
methodology. Historians who have already been named in this chapter have
identified these short fallings. They have pointed out, for example, that the
interviewer may not be able to build the trust needed to gain essential
information; that some interviewees may not wish to discuss the more sensitive
problems with which they have had to deal; and that some interviewees may be
prone to exaggeration or even fabrication. It has been noted that there are issues
surrounding the inaccurate and changing nature of memory.

Reassurance for this research, however, was found in the words of Sherna Gluck
and Daphne Patai ‘… the typical product of an interview is a text, not a
reproduction of reality …’.18 In this research, the women’s perceptions of what
went on and their responses to their situations are as valid and worthy of study as
concrete ‘facts’. As already stated in this thesis, the veteran has taken centre
stage in the Australian story, women relegated to the status of victimhood. As
well, the experiences of women in this research were not documented at the time
of their husband’s return home from the war and have not been documented at
any time since.

15

‘Hindsight: The Struggle of Memory Against Forgetting’, op. cit.
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Memory

Oral historians have written at length about memory, affirming the contribution
of memory to historical research. Alistair Thomson, has written that ‘memories
are ‘significant pasts’ that we compose to make a more comfortable sense of our
life over time, and in which past and current identities are brought more into
line’.19 Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton wrote that ‘Now, historians too
have turned to memory for some of the answers to their questions’.20

The narratives collected here are both oral histories and written responses where
the women relied on memory. They capture the experiences of women who have
been affected by the Vietnam War for periods of up to and beyond forty years.
Although the women relied on memory, and although memory can be
untrustworthy, the strength of this methodology was that it allowed the women to
speak or write about how they felt and what they perceived. For this reason, the
findings of this research have the credibility that historians such as Portelli
describe. The findings make a contribution to the body of knowledge about the
impact of the war on women, and also challenge that body of knowledge; they
contextualize the aftermath of the Vietnam War in a far different way from the
literature to date. In addition, much of the information obtained through the
narratives is not available in other forms.

Gender and research
According to some oral historians,21 the interviewer and interviewee should, as a
general rule, be of the same sex. Clearly, this was not the case in this research.
Although no participant raised the issue of gender, perhaps the fact that the name
of the researcher revealed he was a male explained the relatively poor response
from women to advertisements and to the questionnaire. In contrast, however,
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being a mature-age student may have been an advantage when it came to
engaging women in participating as the vast majority of women agreed to be
involved once personal contact had been made. It is conceivable that the
researcher’s age - being the same age of many of the interviewees and having
himself lived through the Vietnam War - lent him credibility. Participants may
have felt that the researcher’s life experiences would allow him to be empathic.
The researcher’s age may consequently have been an advantage and may thus
have offset the gender issue to some degree.

Difficulties of the research
The research encountered a variety of difficulties. One key difficulty was the
decision of some women not to be involved, perhaps because they were not
confident or because their experiences had been too traumatic for them to relate
to an outsider. As one war widow said, when approached to be involved, ‘it has
taken me thirty years to forget about that war’. The silent voice of these women
is acknowledged in this research. As well, the South Vietnamese women very
often used ‘wife’ and ‘family’ synonymously, a cultural practice that various
authors22 have also described as the ‘silent voice of women’, an aspect that is
also acknowledged in this research. The full extent of the impact of the war on
women and what actions they took will never be fully known.

One difficulty included the fact that some women were very forthcoming in
relating their experiences whilst others were very reserved, a feature that is
characteristic of oral histories. It means that some women in this thesis are amply
21
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represented whilst others are not. (This is reflected in the comments about each
of the women in the Appendix). Another obstacle related to the Australian
women who, very often, made the veteran, the focus of their narratives. They put
the men in a privileged position, relating stories of how changed or damaged they
were as a result of their service in Vietnam, or stories of their behaviour
problems. This research found it hard to get the women to focus on how they felt
and how they dealt with hardship.

The narratives this study collected from the women who chose to be involved has
captured the experiences of women affected by the Vietnam War over a fortyyear period. At times, the emotive field of memory was a difficult territory for
the participants to negotiate, especially for the Australian women. Their
understandings of the impact of the war on them were often constructed around
the impact of the war on their husbands, mentioned above, that in turn impacted
on them. The women often saw themselves as victims, a reflection of the
prevailing views in the literature mentioned earlier.

The involvement of the South Vietnamese women presented different but
comparable difficulties: while some participants, especially the wives of
veterans, were similarly reluctant to explore their emotions and personal
experiences, these barriers related less to dominant mythologies and more to
language and culture. The comments below proved significant for this research
and perhaps were the reason for the poor response to the questionnaire and the
focus of those women, who did chose to be involved, on the events that shaped
their lives rather than on their personal feelings. Teresa wrote ‘in our culture, we
normally deal with our own problems and issues within ourselves, we don’t
normally bring them out’.23 Interestingly, a second comment from the daughter
of a South Vietnamese woman married to an Australian Vietnam veteran
affirmed these observations:

Vietnamese society is based on the family unit as a whole. People
are incredibly practical and communal in their outlook and don’t

23

Correspondence from Teresa, 5 October 2006.
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generally talk about their individual feelings or issues, so things
like depression and alcoholism are simply realities of life, and not
clinically diagnosed and treated, as in the west. And marital
problems are barely acknowledged at all, let alone discussed
outside the home’.24

Suu made the following comment that affirmed the comments of the two women
above. ‘You don’t need counselling to tell you when to talk and not to talk to
someone; a counselor would probably starve in Vietnam’.25
However, regardless of such comments about South Vietnamese culture, when
being interviewed, most of the South Vietnamese women involved in this
research did describe at least to some extent the impact of the war and the
Communist takeover on their lives at a personal level. Most women described
how their husbands had changed after serving time in Forced Labour Camps.
One woman spoke about her husband’s heavy drinking, and the fact that she had
lived for some time in a domestic violence situation and the impact this had on
one of her children. Surprisingly, the daughters of the South Vietnamese veterans
were quite explicit in their interviews, one (Teresa who was quoted on the
previous page) describing how she felt when having her first menstrual period in
a cell as a thirteen year old, having been arrested trying to flee Vietnam. The
candid nature of the daughters may be a reflection of coming to Australia, and
being exposed to Western culture, at a younger age than their mothers.

Other difficulties included negotiating the fact that the women came from two
countries. Whilst there were some similar or parallel experiences, the scale and
depth of the Vietnamese women’s experiences set them a long way apart from
Australian women. Related to this difficulty was the difficulty of moving from
the individual narratives to social interpretation. No two narratives were the
same.

24
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CHAPTER THREE: ‘I THINK IT’S A COCKTAIL OF VIETNAM’.1

This chapter examines the place of the war in the narratives of the Australian
women. It loomed large in their explanations for their husbands’ behaviours,
unlike the South Vietnamese women. As will be discussed in subsequent
chapters, the South Vietnamese women had little to say about the war as such.
Instead, they focussed on the Communist takeover and flight in their narratives.

One common element in the interviews with the Australian women was their
attempt to understand and explain their husbands’ negative attitudes and poor
behaviour. All the women who addressed the issue of attitudes believed the
origin lay with their husbands’ war experience or service experience but was due
to different causes - unhappy homecoming experiences, the perceived lack of
recognition for their husbands’ service in Vietnam, and the army training their
husbands received. They also had widely differing views about the war as a
causal factor. This was most obvious in their discussions of the reasons for their
husbands’ drinking problems. However, the divergence of opinion was also
obvious in comments the women made about factors other than Vietnam that
they believed influenced or determined behaviour, and in their comments about
Agent Orange and PTSD.

Some women said that unhappy homecoming experiences were responsible for
their husband’s attitudes. Sue, for example, quoted with some bitterness, the
words her husband used when he described the day he left the army. ‘There was
‘no debriefing! No nothing! ‘Give us yer gear back!’ Kiss your arse. Pay for
what you’ve lost or unable to give back! See ya later; you felt like a little
mongrel dog’.2 Her husband’s perception has become her perception, that is,
there was no appreciation shown for his service. She not only understands why
he is negative towards the Australian nation and the government, but also accepts
his story as evidenced by the use of words such as ‘ya’ and ‘yer’.

1
2

Correspondence, Jackie.
Interview with Sue on 2 November 2006.
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Ros, likewise, expressed similar thoughts. She, too, quoted her husband’s words,
indicating she had taken on board her husband’s feeling of the nation’s
ingratitude especially when using ‘you’ in lieu of ‘he’. ‘You think you are
coming home as a hero like the soldiers from World War Two and you are doing
your country’s bidding … you come home and you get classed as a second-class
citizen, a murderer’.3 Paula said the following about the seeming ingratitude of
the Australian nation: ‘We have never lost our view of never being able to trust
society. That is why we still live on the land, are as self-sufficient as possible’.4
Comments such as these provide an explanation, for women, of their husband’s
subsequent resentment and negativity.

The lack of recognition appears in other women’s narratives. Bette spoke about
her husband, who had fought in the Battle of Coral, and who had not received the
recognition she believed he deserved. She pointed out that the Battle of Coral had
lasted five weeks whilst the Battle of Long Tan had lasted one day.5 She said that
the soldiers who fought in the Battle of Long Tan have been the ones to receive
all the attention. She also said that her husband had not been allowed to march in
the welcome home parade in February 1969 for the 1st Battalion of which he had
been a member because he had already left the army. She believed that,
regardless, he should have been allowed to march ‘as he had served his country’
and ‘he deserved this recognition’. It was obvious from the way she spoke in her
interview that she was very disappointed for her husband and, the fact that she
mentioned it, highlights the importance she attached to official recognition. That
she mentioned it also suggests that her husband is resentful of the lack of
appreciation he believed he was shown.
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For two women, the fact that their husbands did not receive the Vietnam Medal
was a sign of the lack of recognition of their husband’s service in Vietnam, and
for them, was also part of the explanation for their husband’s negative attitudes
and even mental health problems. Gina said that her husband missed out on the
medal and that ‘this was another thing that made him feel like he was a failure’.
Sue said that her husband had missed out on the medal and this has made him
feel unappreciated and was responsible for his low self-esteem and depression. In
addition, other women, including Gina and Sue, pointed out that their husbands
were not allowed to take out full membership of the RSL.
In contrast to the women who blamed the war experience for their husband’s
negative attitudes, two other women blamed the war experience for their
husband’s arrogant attitudes. The women’s perceptions in this matter have
considerable legitimacy. The DVD You’re Not in the Forces Now6, to which both
women actually referred, makes the point that the training men received in the
army set them up for success in war but set them up for failure in civilian life.
Ros said, ‘When he got out of the army he joined the civilian work force and,
whereas he had had authority over thirty-odd men, he was down the bottom of
the heap again and it didn’t go well’. She explained that the army had taught her
husband that ‘a civilian is lower than a snake’s belly and you couldn’t crawl
under it’ and ‘any civilians are, excuse the expression, but this is what he always
used to say, ‘dick-heads’, they are wrong and I am right’. Such an attitude made
adjusting to civilian life more difficult. Mary had a similar perception: ‘all
Vietnam vets have got this ‘dick-head detector’ built into them - everyone around
them is a ‘dick-head’ - it is an attitude that has not helped my husband’s
relationships with other people’.7 It is not inconceivable (especially in Mary’s
case because she mentioned relationships) that the women may have felt their
husbands put them in this position of inferiority because they had the same status
their husbands despised - they were civilians.
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Yet, there was a significant divergence of opinion about the connection between
behaviour and the war. The women discussed above believed their husband’s
behaviour was the result of their husbands’ service in Vietnam or their
experience in the services. Others, however, said they were unsure about how
much the war was responsible for their husbands’ behaviours and believed that it
was only one of a number of contributing factors. One woman went so far as to
say that her husband’s behaviour had ‘nothing whatsoever’ to do with the war.

Perhaps the best example of the complexity of the war as a causal factor in
behaviour is to be found in the explanations the women gave for why their
husbands had been, or still were, heavy drinkers. Some said it was because their
husbands had been in Vietnam. Gina said her husband’s ‘intake of alcohol was
unbelievable after he returned from the war’. Mary said ‘he was a good drinker
by the time he came back’. Bev said that her husband ‘had a drinking problem
for a long time and I put this down to his past experience in the Vietnam War, as
prior to this, he wasn’t a heavy drinker - he didn’t drink that much before - this
was his way of dealing with it’.8 Such comments show there was little doubt in
the women’s minds that the drinking problem was because of their husbands’
experiences in Vietnam.

Other women, however, had different explanations for their husband’s drinking
problem. Ros said her husband had been a heavy drinker because of a habit he
got into while he was in the army rather than the war experience that he was
trying to forget or deal with. She said that ‘they used to get two cans per day. If
they were out in the bush for six weeks they were still drawing those two cans of
beer so when they came back, they were debriefed, they had a shower and sat
down and drank, six weeks of beer in whatever time they could get it down their
throats’. The drinking problem began before her husband left the army and
continued well into their married lives.

Two women said their husband’s drinking problem had little or nothing to do
with the army or the war. Janet said her husband was a social drinker and that she

8
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was not concerned by her husband’s binge drinking. ‘I used to look at fellows
who hadn’t been to Vietnam and they were drinking a lot more so I don’t think
we can always blame Vietnam’.9 Here she recognised, and accepted, a broader
social pattern regarding alcohol abuse into which her husband’s binge drinking
fitted, a pattern that was not linked to the war. Gillian said that her husband
resumed drinking heavily, like he used to before they were married, when he was
given his TPI and no longer had to go to work. For her, Vietnam had nothing to
do with this problem.10

For Jackie, the problem of drinking was a combination of factors. ‘Drinking!
Well I think it is a cocktail of Vietnam, Aussie culture, hereditary genes and a
love of the feeling that drink gives you. At first, drinking was just what blokes
did when they got together. He liked it, so he kept doing it. But he did not
become really dependent on it until long after we were married, and then I don’t
think it was Vietnam. However, Vietnam may have been the factor that made it
hard or impossible to kick’.

It is obvious from the example above of problem drinking that some women
blamed the war and others did not. This dichotomy of opinion became apparent
in the opinions the women expressed about other ways their husbands behaved
such as being moody or being controlling. The question arises: how did they
react?

Two women blamed themselves for their marital problems. Barbara recalled
blaming herself for problems she was experiencing as early as six months into
her marriage. She said that when she had become pregnant, she blamed her
hormones when her husband suddenly became withdrawn. Marital problems
continued including domestic violence and, on a number of occasions during the
interview, she said ‘I thought it was my fault’, and ‘I blamed myself’ when
referring to her husband’s mood swings. ‘I didn’t cook the dinner the proper
way, or I turned the table the wrong way, you know little things’. Likewise, Mary
blamed herself instead of her husband for his behaviour. ‘Everything was always
9

Interview with Janet on 10 December 2007.
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my fault … I must have worked him up’ and ‘why couldn’t I pick that he was
going to explode?’

However, most women realised their husbands were the ones at fault but were
not sure exactly what role their husband’s service in Vietnam played in
subsequent behaviour problems. Debbie, for example, wrote, ‘I am not sure if his
moods were caused through Vietnam - some people who knew him before he
went to Vietnam said Vietnam made him worse’.11 Maxine wrote, ‘It’s difficult
to know what’s Vietnam, what’s the effect of his upbringing and the breakdown
of his first marriage (which lasted twenty years and produced five children, none
of whom have anything to do with him), and what sometimes seems to me to be
him using his Vietnam experience as an excuse for bad behaviour’.12 Gina
believed the impact on her and her children was ‘a result of Vietnam, heavy
drinking, anger management issues, and working long hours six days a week’.
Vietnam was just one of a number of factors responsible for their husband’s
behaviour.

One woman’s perception, however, was that the lasting influence of her
husband’s childhood was the real explanation for her husband’s problems, rather
than his Vietnam experience. Rather, he used Vietanm to rationalise his
behaviour. Jackie wrote that there were ‘things in his childhood that hurt or
tormented him’. Although they were insignificant in relation to his Vietnam
experience they ‘are still there and have fashioned his reactions to everything in
much of his personal life’. He never dealt with issues from his childhood, or
forgave the people who hurt him, as ‘most people do when they grow up. He
could deal with the people who tried to kill him and forgive them as a nation, but
not deal with the childhood insecurities, petty insults, and family dramatics of his
pre-Vietnam years. It was more heroic to blame all his emotional problems on
Vietnam, than these everyday mundane things. So, he did not deal with them at
all, and that made our own family issues often more difficult to deal with. It was
like dealing with a person with two levels of maturity’.
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Gillian believed that there was ‘no connection whatsoever’ between her
husband’s behaviour and the war. Her narrative was a very difficult one to
negotiate because it is almost inconceivable to think that there can be no effect
on someone who had gone to the war. However, it is just as inconceivable to
conclude that she somehow got it wrong; that she did not really know her
husband after being married to him for thirty-three years. She said the following
in her interview, ‘I don’t think his behaviour has anything to do with Vietnam. It
is to do with his personality’. She argued that, in many respects, her husband was
just like his father. Her husband slowly distanced himself from her in the latter
years of their marriage, as his father before him had done with his wife. Her
husband gradually ceased talking to her. He resumed drinking heavily. He
created the public persona of a hero. He began to lie to people, saying that he had
been a pilot whereas he loaded and unloaded planes; that he was in Vietnam for
twelve months when he had only been there for four months; and that he was in a
wheelchair as the result of being shot in the back, when, in fact, he was in a
wheelchair because of an hereditary condition he inherited from his father. She
said he made up such stories to gain attention and sympathy and that people
believed him. ‘He is probably the greatest story-teller’, she said.
Agent Orange, and subsequent health problems, featured in a number of the
women’s narratives. Some stated that their husbands had been exposed to Agent
Orange during their service in Vietnam and blamed this for subsequent problems,
reflecting the mythology surrounding this issue. Indeed, the imagery that two
women used, for example, to describe how their husbands were exposed to the
chemical, reflects the picture that has been painted in some sections of the
literature. Emily wrote that ‘he had been exposed to and handled chemicals
during the war. The very same trucks that carried water for drinking, washing up,
showering and cleaning teeth were those that carried chemicals. All of this was
photographed. They were swimming in it’.13 Barbara used almost the same
words as Emily to describe how she pictured her husband was exposed to Agent
Orange while serving in Vietnam. ‘The water that they had in Vietnam was
carried in tankers that had Agent Orange in them. That was their drinking water,
they showered in the stuff, they cooked in it, they washed in it, and when they
13

Emily, Letter to the Adelaide Advertiser, August 1997.
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were out in the field, that’s the water they used’.14 Although there is no evidence
to prove that trucks carried both Agent Orange and the water the men used for
cooking and washing, the women accept it.
Indeed, Emily wrote that her husband won a court case15 where he proved there
was a link between his exposure to Agent Orange and his poor health. The case,
however, was not based on drinking or using contaminated water. She also added
that he ‘suffered ill health constantly’ and that his condition, a pituitary adenoma,
and the medication he was given caused him to be violent.

Other women, who spoke about Agent Orange, believed their husband’s
exposure to it caused what they described as ‘physical defects’ in their children.
In these women’s narratives, there was no evidence of diagnosis. Barbara, for
example, believed it was the cause of her younger son’s physical deformity in his
left foot; the second toe was extra long, the third toe was almost non-existent.
She decided not to have any more children as a result. Sue spoke of her two sons,
one of whom had AD/HD, and the other bi-polar disorder. She also told of three
other women, whom she had met, who said their daughters had miscarriages and
they believed they were caused by their husbands’ exposure to Agent Orange.

Mary believed that her three daughters had defects that were the result of her
husband’s exposure to Agent Orange. She identified the following defects in her
daughters: ‘Jennifer has got an extra rib; Megan has got an extra little tonsil at
the back of the throat; Kylie has got webbed toes’. However, Mary admitted
there was some doubt about Agent Orange being the cause. ‘They are all things
that might have happened anyway but who knows’ and she returned to it a little
later in her interview, ‘That might have been going to happen anyway, you don’t
know’.

14

Interview with Barbara on 10 November 2006.
Emily, Correspondence 7 October 2009: John's court case citation is (1991) 25 ALD 503
(Administrative Law Decisions). The Tribunal consisted of Judge Burns and members Leach &
Elmslie. The judgment was delivered at the Administrative Appeals Tribunal on 23 December
1991. There was also a widow who was successful regarding her husband's claim before John’s
case, and, following John’s win there was another widow who was successful.
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Fear of the trans-generational effects of Agent Orange on grandchildren was also
a concern for some of the women in this research, evidence of the present-tense
impact, real or perceived, of the war on families. Barbara said she was worried
about becoming a grandmother. Janet said that she ‘was more worried about the
grandchildren and so was my husband when we knew they were on the way’.
Gina said, ‘especially before our first grandchild was born, my husband and I
were sick with worry. You wouldn’t believe how anxious we were. It has been
much the same with our other grandchildren as well’.

Although it was hard to arrive at a definite conclusion on the issue of Agent
Orange, the important point is that, for the women in this research, there was a
connection between it and subsequent health problems, real or perceived.

The link between PTSD and behaviour was, likewise, a difficult issue to
negotiate. Most women said their husbands had been diagnosed with PTSD as a
result of being in Vietnam. Few women discussed the issue at length, which was
surprising because it has a high profile in the public domain, and there has been
some research about the Vietnam War, in particular, and the high incidence of
PTSD and its impact on wives and families as noted in chapter one. Evidence
from the narratives of those women who discussed the issue, shows it provided
an explanation for them for their husband’s mental health issues. The interviews
showed that the diagnosis had been made well into their married lives, but that
damage had been done to marital and family relationships by the time the
diagnosis had been made. They also show that the women were living with less
troubled husbands in the latter years of marriage, largely, they said, because their
husbands were put on medication as a result of the diagnosis.

Rhonda, however, respected her husband’s view of PTSD which was remarkably
different. She cited the experience of going to a reunion at Tenterfield some
years ago where her husband had been ostracised by other veterans when he
refused to wear a badge that read, ‘Don’t blame me, I have PTSD’. He was
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ostracised for not wearing the badge and not ‘going down the TPI path’ as she
put it.16

Cathy was very critical of advice she and other wives were given on how to
handle husbands who suffered PTSD as a result of the war. She said that after she
attended some Vietnam veterans’ workshops: ‘I was not on the whole, terribly
impressed - I felt that partners were encouraged to accept the ramifications of
PTSD (it could be said as a “victim”) - accept that their partners couldn't help
themselves if they were angry etc and that you should accept it almost like you'd
accept a badly behaved child and not try to redress their behaviour’.17 Cathy,
clearly, was not prepared to accept professional advice that suggested that wives
accept the role of victims in order to accommodate their husbands’ bad behaviour
and mood swings.

Some women linked their husband’s war experience with their husbands’
subsequent attitudes and behaviour. Their comments show there was no doubt in
their minds that their husbands’ negative or arrogant attitudes were connected
with Vietnam or service in the army. These women identified unhappy
homecoming experiences, the lack of recognition shown for their husbands’
service in Vietnam and the training their husbands received in the army. Their
accounts reflected the social explanations given for the problems that veterans, in
general, experienced. However, these same women, and others involved in this
research, had differing views about the importance of service in Vietnam as an
explanation for their husbands’ behaviours. Their explanations did not
necessarily reflect prevailing popular opinions. In some cases, the women saw
Vietnam as just one of a number of factors responsible for poor behaviour.
Indeed, some women’s stories show how difficult it is to isolate the precise
impact of the war on them. The fact that Gillian, for example, gave both her
version of her husband’s role in Vietnam and her husband’s version makes it
even harder to draw a definite conclusion of the impact of the war on her. Two
16
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Interview with Rhonda on 8 February 2007.
Interview with Cathy on 29 October 2007.
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women saw themselves as the cause of problems, although most women said
their husbands were the ones who caused problems in their marriages. Most
women involved in this research believed there was a connection between Agent
Orange and subsequent health problems. The few women who spoke about
PTSD made brief comments only. It is conceivable that this was the case because
PTSD is a mental health issue and, for many people, more difficult to talk about.
For most women in this research, the diagnosis made living with their husbands
easier, as their husbands were put on medication.
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CHAPTER FOUR: ‘WE ARE THE HANDBAG!’, WIVES1
Although none of the women in the interviews used the term, there was, in most
of the narratives, a pervading sense of disempowerment. Implicit in much of
what they said was a sense that they had lost, or been denied, an authority that
stemmed from their position as equal partners in a marriage, as a spouse and as
an individual. They also felt that they were subject to events beyond their
control. The Australian women in particular often felt themselves to be powerless
in the face of their circumstances.

The Australian Women

Evidence from the narratives of the Australian women involved in this research
shows that all were, at one time or other, victims of the war, disempowered by
circumstances that took many forms. For three women, disempowerment came
when their men were sent home from the war, wounded or ill. For the majority of
the women, it came in the form of living with husbands who returned from the
war with mental health problems that included personality changes, poor
behaviour, emotional abuse, belittlement and domestic violence, and alcohol
abuse. The impact of these problems on the women varied markedly.

For three women, disempowerment came when their men became physical
casualties of the war: two were critically wounded and one was critically ill with
malaria. Two of the women were married to soldiers at the time; the third knew
the veteran as a close friend whom she would later marry. Although such news is
the fear of every woman who has a partner at war, the women’s accounts make it
clear they went into shock when they were told the news. Simone2 said that two
officers came to her flat at about three o‘clock on the morning of 9 January 1966
and told her that her husband had been shot in the head. ‘When I heard this, I was
just sort of in shock’. Her initial shock was exacerbated by a misunderstanding
shortly after. The officers told her that if they heard anything else, they would
1
2

Interview with Ros.
Interview with Simone on 6 October 2008.
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return. She recalled in her interview that they returned an hour later and she ‘just
went out of control; I thought he’d died’. Instead, they had called by to tell her
that he was in a critical but stable condition. Later that same day she learnt the
full extent of his injuries. ‘He got two bullets through his head, one through the
eye and one through the eyebrow’. Simone’s shock was compounded not just by
this misunderstanding but also by the context in which the news arrived. Simone
was comfortable with her life. She had become used to her husband being away
for lengths of time as he was a regular soldier. She said she had always been
amused by messages her husband wrote on the back of envelopes of the letters he
sent home when he was in the army. He either wrote SWALK that stood for
‘Sealed With A Loving Kiss’ or BURMA that stood for ‘Be Undressed And
Ready My Angel’. It was in this loving but carefree context that she received the
news about her husband.

Jackie wrote that ‘shock waves went through our group of friends, and his
family’ when they received news that her husband-to-be had been wounded. She
wrote that when she visited him in hospital, he ‘looked like a boy - his curly hair
was straight, he was pale, and very thin,’ a description in stark contrast to her
description of him before he went to Vietnam as ‘a pretty good sort’ with ‘broad
shoulders from surfing, good tan, and wild tight curls’. She described how her
husband was injured. ‘In Nam he was a very good soldier, a forward scout. I
think, a corporal, 9 RAR. I don’t really know what that entails, except going
before others, crawling along the ground with a rifle, and keeping very quiet.
This is what he was doing when he was shot. He put his head up when the firing
began, and the bullets passed in front of his face, down through his groin and out
through his leg’. Again, perhaps, the context in which this news arrived
compounded the feeling of shock. Although her husband-to-be had been
conscripted into the army and was in Vietnam, she was in a very different world.
She was still in the world that he had left. Jackie described her world at the time
this way:

I was living at home and working by this time, and saving my
pennies to do some travelling one day. Life was pretty good for
me. The sixties were happy times except for the war. The baby
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boomers were only just becoming a force in the world, and their
influence was mostly in the music we heard on the radio, TV
shows like 6 O’clock Rock, and the clothes we wore. We had
not learnt to use our votes. Only the Uni students really followed
politics. We were starting to speak out a little on social
injustices, but mostly we were just being young and free,
working and playing. I was pretty sporty back then, and spent a
lot of time training, and playing sport. This was also a big part
of my social life. The only study I did was a short typing course.

It is conceivable that the context, such as that above, in which bad news arrived,
played a huge role in the way the women reacted. The evidence suggests the
context exacerbated the women’s feelings of shock. There was no way they
could prepare for it, unlike women in the two world wars where society as a
whole at least intellectually accepted that casualties could touch any home. For
Gina, the partner of the malaria victim, the sense of shock was very different but
just as real. She said ‘You have no idea what he looked like when he came home;
he was like one of those prisoners you see in films about Concentration Camps skin and bone.’ And the three women lived with fear for varying lengths of time
that their husbands would die. Although their fears never materialised, they did
not know that at the time. Jackie lived for some time with the added uncertainty
that, if her husband-to-be did recover, she would never be able to have his
children, as she expected to, because of the nature of his injuries.

In addition, there have been ongoing repercussions throughout the married lives
of all three women that disempowered them. Simone never returned to work but
became a carer to her husband and later full-time wife and mother. She said that
her husband was a different man after he returned from Vietnam both physically
and mentally. The bullets exited his head through the top of his skull leaving a
large hole/dint where he has no bone. He lost the eyesight in his right eye. His
balance was affected. He still suffers excruciating headaches from the injury. He
suffers short-term memory problems, depression and mood swings. Besides the
health, emotional and behavioural consequences, the poor physical and mental
health of her husband placed financial stress on the family: ‘finances had been a
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pressure in the past as my husband was only able to gain a very lowly paid job
upon return due to his injuries. Although we got by on what we had, we often
went without so that the children could have things’. In a very real sense, Simone
was a victim of the war.

Jackie wrote about how betrayed she felt because of how her husband reacted
towards her when he had an operation many years later because of his wounds
from Vietnam. ‘He distanced himself from me then, as if to exclude me. I almost
felt like he was blaming me for it. He feared he would die, and distanced himself.
It was an awful time’. Gina helped nurse her husband back to health and cared
for him for some years after his return home from the war through recurring
bouts of fever. With their lives focussed on a veteran who was a physical
casualty of war, disempowerment for these women, came from the more
traditional causes attributed to war.

For the majority of the women, however, disempowerment came in the form of
living with husbands who returned from the war with mental health problems.
Three women described living with husbands who were different men after they
returned home. Emily wrote that ‘it was like he had undergone a personality
change, he was that different’. Paula wrote ‘we really were strangers when he
stepped off that plane … a different person had come home’. Gina, in addition to
caring for her husband, as described above, also had to deal with a husband
whose personality had changed. She said her husband ‘was no longer the same
placid person after he came home’, that ‘he would raise his voice and become
agitated very quickly’.

Maxine identified what would appear to be an exhaustive list of behaviours on
the part of her husband. The following are some examples: ‘casing any building
they enter which sometimes looks like he’s getting ready to rob the place;
insisting on sitting with his back to the wall and facing the door in restaurants or
coffee shops so he can check who comes and goes, which has the effect of him
only half concentrating on what is being said to him; refusing to go to places like
the cinema where the lights are too low so he can’t plan his exit well enough,
which means that I often have a choice between missing out on social activities
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or going with someone other than my husband; unable to bear being around
people or in a crowd (no matter how small) so he has made some pretty
undignified exists, and I have been left to finish many activities on my own, or to
explain my husband’s sudden departure’. Clearly, Maxine’s husband is very
controlling. She uses the present tense, which means he still behaves like this.
And although she deals with some behaviours (like making excuses for her
husband), it seems that she does not know what to do with, or how to react to,
other behaviours.

Maxine could deal with some behaviours, but two other women said they did not
know what to do. Mary recalled crying when walking down a street because she
did not know what to do about her husband after ‘he hit the ground when a jack
hammer started to dig up the concrete’. Gina recalled becoming upset after her
husband ‘hit the deck’ when a poker machine began spitting out money in the
local club. ‘It was shocking, and everyone around him was laughing their heads
off, they thought it was a real big joke and he was really humiliated and he said
he would never go back there again.’ Both saw themselves as being powerless in
the situation and both were clearly embarrassed, much like the experience Emily
described in her letter to the Adelaide Advertiser.

Emotional abuse, belittlement and domestic violence were also evident in the
women’s narratives. Bev spoke of her husband who tried to control her life
saying ‘it was like he wanted his own little world’. He used emotional abuse,
such as not talking to her for periods of up to three weeks, as a means of trying to
achieve this control. She also said that ‘he always put me down and said things
like why would anyone take any notice of what you say. He would make me out
to be stupid’.
Barbara described her husband as very controlling mainly by using anger. She
described behaviours such as ‘patrolling the back yard of a night with a rake
handle or something similar in his hand’ on the nights that dances were held in a
hall nearby. He used physical violence and emotional abuse, like not talking to
her for periods of time, as a way of trying to exert control over her. He tried to
stop her seeing her friends, and, although she was able to get around this, did so
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on his terms, not on her terms. Whenever she invited friends back for coffee,
they had to be gone before he returned home. There were to be no traces of them
having been there ‘because otherwise he would be very angry’.
Debbie wrote that her husband was controlling of her by being verbally abusive.
She let her husband do ‘whatever he wanted, otherwise there would be
arguments, and it was not worth it. When he wanted money I gave it to him,
otherwise he would sulk’. Her words show resignation to her situation. Bev
echoed Debbie, saying that she did things for her husband to keep the peace. For
some time, she gave up her Saturday mornings to help her husband at work,
because he told her he could not do the work by himself - he needed her. She also
told a story involving her husband’s visits to his brother who lived in a small
country town. Her husband told her that he could not cross over a particular
bridge alone because he had some sort of phobia that was a result of the war.
Whenever he visited his brother, she drove behind him in her car for about two
hundred kilometres from their home to the bridge. She followed him across the
bridge and drove the two hundred kilometres back home. She made the same
journey to the bridge and back to help him when he returned home.

The women also described being upset, angry or frustrated, a reflection of their
disempowerment. Maxine wrote that her husband’s anger has always seemed
totally out of proportion to the situation, and ignited by the smallest thing ‘and
although I’m getting better at not engaging when he’s in full flight, it always
takes a toll - usually taking another step away emotionally - which is difficult to
bounce back from. I feel I am constantly on my emotional toes, waiting for the
next incoming [verbal abuse]’. Gina said that normal social activities such as a
night out with her husband turned to frustration because he did not sit still for
any length of time. She recounted an evening she spent at the local RSL club: ‘I
was getting cranky and tetchy with him because he kept getting up and going out,
getting up and going out, and in the end, I said to him, ‘You may as bloody well
not take me anywhere because you never sit with me and enjoy yourself’. This
has been an ongoing situation throughout her entire married life.
Emily wrote ‘I have a lot of anger’ and ‘I am receiving counselling for this
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anger’. As she detailed in her letter, there were various reasons for feeling this
way such as being unable to fulfil her wish to stay home and be a full time
mother but her anger was not entirely focused on her husband. Cathy’s was. She
said she was angry when she realised that her husband had not been open with
her about his problems post-Vietnam. She spoke of an emotional force field that
her husband had set up to protect himself in Vietnam but had been unable to shed
until he had a breakdown well into their married life. She felt at the time of his
breakdown that she had married a man whose soul was still in Vietnam. ‘I was
actually angry about it because it was like when you get married, you marry
somebody, you give them body and soul. To me it was like as though I just got a
body and the soul had been left over there, so I was angry about that. It is an
anger which will probably never leave me’.
For three women, frustration and even moments of despair were feelings they
described. Mary spoke of the frustration of rarely being on time for social
functions and appointments. She stated that her husband ‘works on ‘-ish time’.
This was his reaction to having to be punctual when in the army. She said that ‘it
stirs me up’ and ‘I think why the hell doesn’t he see what that does to me. But he
can’t.’ Ros cited her husband’s refusal to sign cheques in the early years of their
marriage as the source of a great frustration. She said that it took him up to three
days for him to sign cheques she needed to pay the bills with while he was away.
Perhaps the most moving accounts of anger and frustration that drive home the
point of what it was like living with a controlling husband features in the
narrative of Barbara. Her husband was medically retired in his early forties and
so she was not able to avoid him very readily because he was at home much of
the time, like she was. She recalled an incident that occurred one night as she
was preparing dinner. She went outside to collect some parsley and when she
returned, ‘found the chopping board had been put away. Nothing’s allowed to be
out of its place. I picked up the knife and I had some really dark thoughts and I
slammed that knife down and I went running outside. I was pushed to my limit.
Do you know what it’s like being watched all the time?’
Barbara also described how her husband went through her personal items on a
regular basis. This invasion of privacy was abhorrent to her. She said ‘I had some
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old love letters that had been written to me while I was a teacher; he ripped those
up ... he’d go through all of my things, all my clothes, everything, everything I
ever owned. He destroyed old photos …’.
A common disempowering factor for women was living with husbands who were
either heavy drinkers or alcoholics. The comments that the women made in their
narratives clearly illustrated its impact on them. For Mary, her husband’s binge
drinking still impacts on her and remains a matter of concern to the present day.
She said that whenever she and her husband have gone to weddings, including
their own children’s and to other social functions she has become ‘uptight and
anxious’ even before they have left home. She said that her husband still binge
drinks and that she finds that ‘really unsettling especially when we go out
socially. For me when he drinks over the limit it spoils it’.

Bev spoke of the financial and emotional costs of marriage to a heavy drinker.
She said that her husband spent between three hundred and four hundred dollars
per fortnight on beer, which put a huge strain on their finances. She also spoke of
the emotional cost to her over a lifetime. ‘We were together for thirty-three
years, but I still have trouble remembering the good things. We really didn’t have
a very good life’. She also spoke of the emotional cost to their daughter of never
being able to bring friends to their home because of her father’s alcohol abuse.

The problem of drinking featured in the stories of other women. Donna described
her husband, when she first met him as ‘a bit of a larrikin, a child of poor,
hardworking parents, who was born in a POW [sic] camp in Germany’. She
described him far differently after he returned from Vietnam. ‘He was a hard
drinking, chain-smoking, emotionally fragile person’ and at times throughout her
married life ‘it was necessary to walk on eggshells’. She wrote that he was
diagnosed as an alcoholic about seven years after his return from Vietnam. For
some years his drinking had a serious impact on their marriage and on his work.3
Ros said that her husband used to come home drunk from work. ‘Many a time he
was drunk when he got home. I couldn’t tell you how many times. It was

3

Correspondence from Donna on 3 May 2008.
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amazing how the car knew its way home’. When drunk, he was cranky and
uncommunicative.

Jackie also described the impact of her husband’s drinking on her. As mentioned
earlier in this chapter, the link between her husband’s drinking and the war was
not as convincing for her as for some of the other women in this thesis. Yet, she
also said, ‘However, Vietnam may have been the factor that made it [alcohol
abuse] hard or impossible to kick’.

For Jackie, the problem emerged during the latter eight years of her twenty-eight
year marriage. She wrote that her husband had to cease working. He received a
TPI from the Veterans Affairs Department and consequently had a lot of spare
time. She continued working and studying as their children were still at school
and university and they needed both incomes. ‘He was lonely. The Pub was
close, and the beer was always there. I was “never there”. I was also “boring”.
She was often unable to sleep of a night because of her husband’s drinking and
his behaviour agitated her. Her skin broke out in dermatitis from lack of sleep
and there was a time towards the end of her marriage when ‘I would have to
sleep with cotton gloves on, and a cotton scarf around my neck, to prevent
myself from scratching my neck to pieces. The rash was even through my hair,
and I have ground my teeth badly.’ She also wrote that at this time she turned to
food for a little comfort, and work for a distraction. The result was ‘far too many
kilos to carry round, and a constant red complexion’. These are obvious signs of
stress.

She also described the impact of her husband’s drinking on her family. She
prefaced her description with the remark, ‘I still really can’t explain the type of
torment we all experienced through his torment and his drinking’. She then went
to describe the situation. Her husband was a man who once filled a room with
laughter with quick and witty views and observations but ‘with his wit slowed by
the drink and a desire to get someone sparring with him, he drove us all to our
rooms, books, homework, out, or anywhere but in conversation. Instead of
looking up to him, the children were looking out for him’. Not only was Jackie a
victim, but her children were victims, as well.
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It is not inconceivable that the context in which this happened made the feeling
of ‘torment’, that Jackie wrote of, far worse. She had enjoyed a stable and loving
marriage for twenty years defined by a promise her husband made before they
were married. As quoted earlier, he told her that he would not be one of those
blokes who leave their wife and family at home, and go down the pub every
night; that he would be a good husband and father. Her husband’s promise was
something she did not forget, conceivably making his drinking more difficult for
her to deal with.

A number of women spoke of feeling helpless on Anzac Day because of their
husbands’ drinking problems. Some used the word ‘hated’ to describe these days.
Bev has always hated Anzac Day because her husband would start drinking at
6.30am and be intoxicated before going to the march. She and her daughter had
to ‘drag him out of the pub’ to get him to the march and then he would continue
to drink afterwards. Mary used the same word, ‘hate,’ when talking about her
memories of Anzac Days, ‘Oh yes! I used to hate every time Anzac Day came up
…’ Gina said ‘I cannot cope with the march, the day, him going out; worrying if
he is going to get pissed and not even come home’. For these women, Anzac
Days were days when they were seemingly the most vulnerable as they struggled
with husbands who became paralytic, doing so on a very public occasion.

Two women involved in this research described a period of disempowerment in
their lives in terms of the debilitating impact of loneliness. For Paula, the
memory of the Vietnam War that most stands out is the loneliness of being
pregnant with her first child, without the support of a husband because he had
been conscripted into the army. Her recall of this time in her life is so lucid that it
illustrates just how much it affected her. She wrote that she spent her life
‘waiting and waiting for a letter ... and when the post had been you were either
overjoyed by a letter or feeling hollow and hopeful there may be one tomorrow.
Unless it was Friday, then you had a whole weekend to wait through. When you
have a relationship on a piece of paper, after a while you wonder if it is real’.
Clearly, she was dependant on her husband at this particular time in her life,
understandable because of her condition and the fact that she had not long been
married.
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Paula also wrote about what happened after she had her baby. One could argue
that her recollections have little or nothing to do with the war. The point is,
however, that she perceives the war as the explanation. And, similar to the
experiences of other women, such as Simone and Jackie, there was a context the baby was planned; her husband’s conscription into the army was not. The
context in which events in the women’s lives took place was important, and, as
mentioned previously, had the potential to make the impact for them worse. It is
also possible that Paula was resentful of how life had changed so quickly marriage, setting up a flat in Sydney, pregnancy, husband, absent and training to
go to Vietnam. She wrote that she should have been enjoying her baby but was
not coping. She described having nightmares, that she ‘had gone to sleep feeding
the baby and had rolled on her and had smothered her. I would wake in panic and
be searching the bed, to find her sleeping peacefully in her bassinet’. She
described this period in her life as ‘the loneliest time of my whole life’ and ‘I
really thought that my life was destroyed’. Her ‘friends had not had children - so
I made friends with neighbours but you never really connected with anyone
because if you ever mentioned Vietnam - the shutters came down on the
conversation. I never spoke to anyone about how alone I felt …’. Again, the
experience of the impact of the war for Paula has a very defined context, in this
case, including the unpopularity of the war. So, for Paula, memories of the war
are defined by feelings of loneliness and anxiety.

The impact of loneliness was evident in the narrative of another woman in this
research. Gina spoke of the loneliness she experienced on a number of occasions
throughout her marriage of forty years. ‘As recently as 2004, we were going to
split up again because I just couldn’t tolerate the loneliness. He was getting up in
the morning and taking off, like he used to, and you didn’t know where he was
after he’d finished work’. The loneliness was more profound at this time because
she was put off work and spent all her time at home on her own. At the times she
experienced loneliness, Gina and her husband were living together, unlike Paula
where wife and husband were living apart.

The exclusion of women from men’s war experiences featured in the narrative of
Rhonda who used the image of ‘dancing with someone who is out of step’ to
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describe how she felt for many years of her married life, before her husband
began to talk to her about his experiences and his feelings. She said that when her
husband was in his depressed moods ‘it was like he put a shield up and shut me
out. This made it very difficult for me because I felt that there was a part of our
life together that I wasn’t a part of, and of course this had an effect on the
congruency of the energy between us. Hence, for periods of time it was like
dancing with someone who is out of step’. Here is a sense of not only being
excluded but also of being hurt, and even betrayed, similar to the sense of
betrayal, which Jackie described when her husband had his operation.

The marginalisation of women, in the sense of the broader framework of the
exclusion of women from men’s war experience, also figured in the narratives of
two other women, Ros and Emily. Their stories are about both their individual
experience and the experience of other veterans’ wives. Ros described the feeling
of being left out. On the one hand, she understood the reason for this during the
war. She said that during the war, she had not learnt much from her husband’s
letters about what he was doing in Vietnam but accepted that this was because of
censorship. She also made the following comments about the army’s policy
relating to women. ‘There was a saying going round the army when my husband
was a young soldier, “If you were meant to have a wife the army would have
issued you with one” - and that is how your personal life was treated’. She spoke
of wives who were eight months and three weeks pregnant when their husbands
would ‘get posted elsewhere and you’d be left stranded’. Thus for Ros, the war
meant being an outsider, a fact of life she accepted when her husband was in the
army.
Ros not only felt excluded from, but also hurt and frustrated by her husband’s
refusal to talk about his feelings and his war experiences in the years after the
war. She said she has never been privy to that part of her husband’s life but
wished he did talk to her about his experiences so that she could understand him
better. It is apt to bear in mind, however, that her experience may be the result of
socialisation - women are taught and even expected to share stories whereas men
are not - and not necessarily because she is the wife of a veteran. However, it was
in the context of a veteran’s wife that she made the following comments: ‘We are
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the unknown. We are the forgotten! The Hangers-on! The Handbag!’ and ‘We
don’t get anything special because we are the wife of a veteran’.
In phrasing her concerns this way and, referring to the bigger picture of the
marginalisation of women, by using ‘we’ in her comments, Ros echoed Emily,
the author of the letter to the Adelaide Advertiser. Her comment, too, was
directed at a wider audience, not just a comment on her individual circumstances.
The letter put so succinctly a woman’s perspective on the fact that women have
played a role in the aftermath of the war that has been largely excluded. ‘We, the
family, exist - and need to have some acknowledgement for the lives that we,
too, have lead’.

The South Vietnamese Women

The wives of South Vietnamese veterans involved in this research focussed on
the events that unfolded in Vietnam following the Communist takeover. The
events included the imprisonment of their husbands and in some cases, their
sons, loss of income and, usually loss of property as well. It virtually meant the
end of their way of life. Their stories were contextualised within this broad
picture.

The Communist takeover of South Vietnam took place on 30 April 1975. It
remains an event that South Vietnamese people who were alive at the time
remember clearly. Tran wrote that she was a thirty seven-year-old mother of five
living in Saigon. She described what it was like on that night. ‘Saigon had always
been a “very busy and bustling city” but on this night all the streets “were very
quiet, and sometimes we heard a shell from a distance; there was nobody on the
streets and it was a very long night”’.4 She also wrote that a very long few years
lay ahead.

The women told of husbands being imprisoned in the days immediately
following the takeover. The deception involved was one aspect of this experience
4

Correspondence from Tran, July 2008.
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that the women were still very sensitive about. It came to be what Communism
stood for. Their husbands were told to report to ‘re-education camps’ where they
would have to stay for ten days. They stayed for years. The women did not hear
from, or hear about, their husbands for a year, nor were they given even basic
information such as how their husbands were coping or for how long their
husbands were to be imprisoned. The women did not reveal their feelings and so
one can only imagine what a frightening and debilitating experience this must
have been, especially in the context of rumours circulating about how the men in
these camps were being treated.5 Their husband’s sentences varied from between
two and a half years to eighteen years.

The Communist takeover saw a huge number of changes that the women saw as
victimising them. Three women, Phuong6, Quan7 and Cam8 described how hard
it was financially to raise families in these years by themselves. They no longer
had an income because their husbands were imprisoned. The South Vietnamese
currency was rendered worthless. Quan also said that families did not have any
rights, and were ineligible for benefits or assistance from government
organisations or services. Their children were not permitted to go to a selective
school regardless of the fact that they had met entry requirements.

Mai agreed, writing that at the end of the war, ‘she and her children were forced
out of their home, and the Communists took their home, their belongings and
savings’.9 Tran recalled the actual date - 25 May 1975 - the Communists took
their car and their house. She wrote they turned the house into a tailoring co-op,
which forced the family of nine to live with relatives. This, she believed, caused
her mother, with whom the family lived, to gradually go insane.
5

There exists much literature about the conditions men lived under in these Forced Labour
Camps. The following are examples: Jamieson, Neil L, Understanding Vietnam, University of
California Press, California, 1993, Kamm, Henry, Dragon Ascending, Vietnam and the
Vietnamese, Arcade Publishing, New York, 1996, Krall, Yung, A Thousand Tears Falling: The
True Story of a Vietnamese Family Torn Apart by War, Communism, and the CIA, Longstreet
Press Inc, USA, 1995, Nguyen, Duy Long and Knight, James, The Dragon’s Journey: From
Saigon to Sydney, the compelling story of a boy who eventually came to realise his mother’s
dreams, Harper Collins, Sydney, 2004, and Journey from the Fall: a film directed by Ham Tran,
March 2007.
6
Interview with Phuong on 9 November 2006.
7
Interview with Quan on 13 June 2007.
8
Interview with Cam on 13 June 2007.
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Whilst living without husbands was a very confronting experience for these
women, it would seem that living with them again, after their return home, was
almost equally confronting and in a way a source of disempowerment. The
women had achieved some form of financial independence. As well, they had
achieved emotional independence as they were used to being on their own. This
had begun before the takeover, as their husbands were soldiers in the South
Vietnamese army and so were away from home for long periods of time.

The women’s comments about this experience shows they had considerable
difficulty in adjusting to living with their husbands again. Their husbands had
changed physically (and in some cases their personality had changed) by the time
they returned home. Phuong described her husband as ‘unrecognisable and
withdrawn’. Cam likewise described her husband as ‘withdrawn’ when they were
reunited after three years separation. Tran wrote that after being released from
prison her husband was ‘very scared and underwent a kind of crisis’. Nguyen10
wrote that her husband lost fifteen kilos and did not look healthy when he
returned home. During this time, he became very sick. Van recalled that when
her husband returned home he was completely changed; he was afraid. ‘At night,
when he was sleeping, he was terrified by even the barking of a dog’.11

For two women, their husband’s return meant problems for them. Quan said that
‘it was really hard’ for her to begin her married life again with a husband
changed by his experience. For some time she had the added responsibility of
caring for him, as he was weak, needed medication and had to use a walking
stick. Other comments she made indicated that his mental state was also fragile.
He told her that if he had to go into camp a second time that he would kill
himself and that he was scared to talk about his time in the camp or to voice
opinions about the Communist regime. Loan, likewise, spoke about the
difficulties of living with her husband again. He had changed; he was scared. He
became drunk at times and hit her and their children. She believed that one of
9

Correspondence from Mai, July 2008.
Correspondence from Nguyen, July 2008.
11
Correspondence from Van, July 2008.
10
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their five children had mental health problems due to his/her father’s behaviour.12
This was the only time that a South Vietnamese veteran’s wife volunteered such
information.

The present-tense nature of the women’s experiences from this era featured in
some of their narratives. Loan said she still does not sleep properly of a night
because her husband has nightmares and wakes her up. Phuong said that
‘communication between my husband and myself is a problem even to this day.
We lead separate lives although we live under the same roof’. She also still does
not sleep well of a night because of ‘the memories of those years’. Her husband
has ongoing health problems including kidney disease, a result of the poor diet
and hard labour due to the eighteen years he spent imprisoned.

Quan spoke of still waking up of a night because her husband still calls out in his
sleep, ‘Vietcong! Vietcong!’ Her husband has remained withdrawn and negative
even after living in Australia for almost thirty years. She spoke of her three
daughters, two of whom came to Australia as young girls and the youngest of
whom was born here. She said that the most difficult challenge that she has faced
has been to get them to practise their traditional culture. She spoke of the conflict
between the cultures and the fact that her daughters have embraced the
Australian culture, something she has been able to prevent. ‘Our hearts break,
our souls bleed, our spirit is in pain’, she said, reminiscent of Nam Phuong’s
comment quoted in the literature review, ‘I was a woman with a divided heart!’

One common concern for the women remains, how their families are scattered.
After escaping Vietnam, they settled in Australia, as did some of their immediate
family, but some family members settled in different countries while others
remained in Vietnam. Phuong, a mother of ten children, is a good example of
how families remain apart. Her eldest daughter escaped from Vietnam and came
to Australia in 1978. One of her sons fled Vietnam and came to Australia in
1983. Her second eldest daughter fled Vietnam and settled in France in the same

12

Interview with Loan on 13 June 2007.
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year. In 2007, her two youngest sons migrated to the United States. Five of her
children have remained in Vietnam.

In some cases, family members had not seen each other for two or more decades
after fleeing Vietnam. Some women expressed regret about this, although they
keep in contact with each other. Arguably, the worst experience in this research
was that of Tran who lost her eldest son, who was twenty-two, and a daughter,
who was thirteen at sea, in 1980. ‘I suffer a very painful loss and whenever I
think of them I can’t help crying even though it happened twenty-eight years
ago’. Arguably, Tran suffered the worst form of victimhood.

Disempowerment took many forms. For three Australian women, it meant living
with husbands invalided for varying lengths of time. These women were forced
to make adjustments to their lives, sometimes major in nature, such as Simone,
who never returned to work after her husband was sent home wounded from the
war but took on the role of carer and mother. This also brought considerable
financial strain for much of her married life. For the majority of the Australian
women, disempowerment was the result of living with husbands with mental
health problems. Three women described husbands whose personalities had
changed by the time they returned home from the war. These women, in a sense,
had lost the men they married. Most women described husbands, whose
behaviour was abnormal, such as being controlling, being moody, or angry.
Many described husbands with drinking problems. It was not necessarily the
drinking per se but the behaviour that resulted from the drinking that rendered
the women victims. In some cases, such behaviour was embarrassing for the
women and stopped them from socialising. Emotional abuse, belittlement and
domestic violence were also evident in the women’s narratives. Some women
said they did not know what to do about their husbands’ behaviour. Most
described becoming upset, angry or frustrated especially if their husbands’
behaviour grew worse and/or endured for years. Some spoke of hurt and betrayal
and loneliness whilst others described the exclusion of women from men’s war
experiences. There is evidence of the present-tense nature of victimhood or of
somehow having being cheated, like Cathy, who spoke of living with the body
but not the soul of her husband.
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The South Vietnamese women saw themselves as victims of the Communist
takeover at the end of the war on 30 April 1975 and of the events that followed,
rather than the war itself. They spoke of the deception the Communists used to
get their husbands to report to re-education camps. For these women, deception
became what Communism stood for. Their husbands remained in these camps for
varying lengths of time. During this time, the women had no regular income, and
this, combined with the de-valuing of the South Vietnamese currency, meant the
women struggled to raise their children. Most women also reported losing their
homes and their possessions and one woman told of how the Communists took
away the family business. They were no longer allowed to send their children to
the schools of their choice. One woman also said that families no longer had any
rights. The women had considerable difficulty in adjusting to living with their
husbands again when they returned home from the re-education camps. There is
evidence of the present-tense nature of the women’s experiences. Two said they
do not sleep well of a night because their husbands still suffer from recurring
nightmares and wake them up. This occurrence is a good example of Dominick
LaCapra’s analogy, referred to in the literature review, that events ‘are not
entirely owned … by an individual or group [of survivors]’.

In sum, the theme of disempowerment features in the narratives of the Australian
and South Vietnamese women involved in this research. Women from both
countries were vulnerable and rendered powerless at times by their respective
circumstances, thus reflecting the findings of literature to date. Yet the evidence
also shows that whilst the women were disempowered to varying degrees and for
varying lengths of time it is only part of the complex picture of the impact of the
war on women. They were not completely passive victims. They analysed their
experiences and reacted accordingly. They sought answers and very often dealt
with, and controlled, the circumstances in which they found themselves which is
the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE: ‘I AM A SURVIVOR’,1 WIVES

This chapter examines the narratives of the wives of veterans, taking as its focus
the strategies they employed to deal with the situations in which they found
themselves. The first section looks at the Australian women, the second at the
South Vietnamese women. It argues that although the women may have felt
disempowered, they were not always prepared to accept their situation and
through different strategies, coped with, and changed their situations.

The Australian women

The Australian women used a number of strategies to deal with the problems
with their lives as a veteran’s wife. This was expressed both within and outside
the home. The women interviewed drew on different character traits and
behaviours to take some control over their circumstances, such as avoidance,
being assertive, and taking control of domestic finances. They also drew strength
and support from outside their homes through friendships, community
organisations, counselling and religion. A number of the women interviewed
demonstrated agency by making the choice to continue to emotionally and
practically support their husbands. Others exercised their right of separation and
divorce.

The language these women used is worth noting because it is indicative of the
way many saw their histories. A number of women used the verb ‘survived’ and
related words such as ‘coped with’ and ‘strength’ when reflecting on their
particular experiences of marriage. Jackie, for example, wrote ‘I am a survivor.
So are our children’ and ‘I guess we are better people for being there with him
and surviving’. Rhonda said ‘I felt that I coped extremely well with this
considering the fact that I had no support from family at all’, and at a later stage
in her interview, ‘I feel that I coped extremely well with these demands, with my
husband, my work, and with the family’. Barbara found ‘strength’ to change her
1

Correspondence from Jackie.
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life after counselling. Cathy was even more direct: ‘I won’t let situations rule
me’, she said. Jackie described women like herself as ‘heroes’. Their lives, then,
show that these women hold some agency and some empowerment (albeit to
differing levels). Certainly, most had ceased to see themselves as ‘the Handbag’.

Avoiding confrontation and ignoring their husband’s behaviour was a strategy
that women identified as a way of surviving and coping. Ros, for example, said
‘My mechanism was to try and keep quiet and try and keep the kids quiet and not
to answer back’. Mary avoided confrontation with her husband in much the same
way. She said she did not argue with him even when she believed he was being
unreasonable. Gina avoided confrontation with her husband by not watching
television programs with him that featured the war, because they made him angry
which, in turn, made her angry and they would get into an argument. She avoided
reunions because he drank too much and became aggressive and argumentative.

Other women used similar strategies. Rhonda said ‘I’ve learnt to distance myself
from my husband when he is in one of his moods. I leave him alone when he is
in his cave’. Cathy said ‘That is not to say that sometimes he doesn’t go downhill
but when he gets like that I just leave him to his own devices’. Jackie went
walking at night. ‘I found no way to change his moods, so I ended up ignoring
them, or avoiding them. During the darkest times, I turned to “walking of a night
time”. She described walking with her ‘dear old dog, Zoe’, and ‘releasing my
emotions to the darkness, seeing only the beauty (and silence) of the night’.

Some women slept elsewhere and for varying lengths of time. Marie, for
example, said she did not sleep in the same bed as her husband for the first five
years after his return home from Vietnam because he kept a loaded gun under his
pillow. Bev said, on a number of occasions throughout her interview, ‘at this
stage we were sleeping in separate bedrooms’. Jackie wrote ‘ I started to enjoy
sleeping alone … and silence. No music, no snoring, no sweaty body next to me
… No emotions, no arguments, nothing!’ Despite the adversity they faced, these
women had or found mechanisms to cope with their situations.
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Acting assertively featured in many narratives. Mary said she reached a point in
her marriage where she was confident enough to stand up to her husband rather
than fit in with his moods. ‘He would come home here of a night and he’d start to
question, ‘This isn’t right, why haven’t you done this Mary?’ and I’d say, ‘Back
off Rex, you’re not at work now, you’re at home’.

Throughout her interview, Cathy expressed strong opinions that were contrary to
prevailing views on a number of issues relating to the war. For example, she
stated ‘that military commemoration, rewarding service in war with medals, and
parades were all propaganda ways of making people feel they should go to war’.
She also said ‘I’ve got very strong feelings; maybe if I hadn’t, my husband
wouldn’t have got off anti-depressants’. She gave the example of the psychiatrist
who told her husband at the time of his breakdown that he would have to take
anti-depressants for the rest of his life. When her husband told her this, she told
him that she disagreed with the psychiatrist’s solution and that he should only
take them as an interim measure, which he did.

Taking control of situations before they got out of control was also a strategy that
women used. Jackie pretended to lose her temper to get away from her husband
when he had had too much to drink and wanted to argue. ‘I learnt the art of
“popping my cork” before I really got to boiling point and that way he got the
reaction he wanted and went to bed’. It is obvious she did not accept the situation
in which she was placed. Ros said she could tell by the look on her husband’s
face whenever he was about to explode, so she would take immediate action. ‘I’d
go and lock my husband and myself in the bathroom where we could talk in
peace’. From the outset, she controlled the situation by controlling her husband.
He listens to her, and, does what she tells him to do. And, obviously, she is not
frightened for her own safety, a sign of her confidence in her ability to deal with
her husband’s aggressiveness.

A number of women reported that they were, or became the ones in control of, or
contributed significantly to, the financial side of their marriages, showing a
certain independence in the domestic sphere. Bev said she took most of the
responsibility for the family’s financial affairs, ensuring that the bills were paid
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on time. Jackie resumed full-time work when the family needed extra income
because she and her husband had children at school and university, and her
husband had left work. Emily went to work very early in her marriage to support
her family because her husband was unable to hold down a job due to ill health.

Forming friendships with other women and setting up networks featured in many
of the women’s narratives as ways in which they began to build their lives
outside the home. The immediate years following her husband’s return from the
war saw Paula accompany her husband to monthly social outings arranged by the
Vietnam Veterans’ Association. She wrote of the wives of Australian veterans:
‘they were great; they were there for their man and their kids. There was no
pretentiousness, competitiveness, no one was having an affair and our children
were safe’. She wrote the following about South Vietnamese women she met at
these outings and who had not long fled Vietnam and settled in Australia: ‘To
have fled with four children just babies like our own four was inconceivable!’
For Paula, this networking with other women who were veterans’ wives gave her
a perspective on her own situation.

Groups such as the Partners of Veteran’s Association would appear to have
played a vital, if temporary, role in the lives of some women. Most remained in
the organisation for a short time only and then formed breakaway or splinter
groups with women to whom they had become close whilst in the organisation.
These groups met less regularly and on a more informal basis. The women made
the decision to exclude husbands as a topic from their conversations at the
meetings and this became one of their unwritten rules. They reported that they
gained much from these smaller groups and that they formed lifelong friendships
with some of these women.

However, more often the friendships the women formed resulted from the
workplace as with Rhonda, or from playing sport, or coaching sporting teams, as
with Jackie and Paula, or from mothers’ groups as was the case for Barbara. Such
friendships and outlets also allowed the women to move beyond the confines
imposed upon them by their marriages by setting up of their own personal space
devoid of a veteran husband. Similarly, Bev, worked as a secretary, not only out
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of financial necessity but also because ‘I needed to work to keep my sanity’. In
addition, much to her husband’s annoyance and contrary to his wishes, she also
did volunteer work of a night with the Vietnam Veterans’ Association, being on
call to counsel veterans and wives of veterans. It was, in part an escape from an
unhappy marital situation but it also reflected a belief on her part that her own
situation gave her a perspective that could be of value to others.

A number of women not only attended counselling sessions but also acted on the
ideas and insights they were exposed to. Barbara, for example, realised after
counselling that she would never be able to change her husband. ‘That’s when I
really started looking into our life and that’s when I thought, this is stupid, and
I’m not going to get anywhere. I can’t affect change in another person and I was
made aware that the only way that I could affect change is to change within
myself and that’s when I started getting the strength and that’s when I started
realising what a fruitless venture it was going to be to continue trying to change
my husband and expecting a different result’. Personal growth had shifted her
focus: there was more to her life than being the wife of a troubled veteran.

Other women reported similar empowering experiences from counselling. Gina,
for example, said that she was more self-confident and better able to deal with
her husband. She has attended counselling courses and marriage encounter
courses throughout her entire married life. Rhonda said, ‘For me, it was like
treading on eggshells. Then I learnt to get around him. Now I am more assertive.
I tell him, “I can’t live like this with you”. I did a two-year counselling course.
Before then I had been submissive. He has to know what I’m feeling’. For Mary,
counselling brought relief as she realised that she was not the only one married to
a husband who ‘binge drinks’ and blames themselves for that practice. She
described being in a circle with other wives of veterans at one counselling course
and ‘we had to go round the circle and say what we hoped to get out of it, why
we were there, and my big thing was I just wanted to know that it wasn’t my
fault [that he binge drinks].’ She found, of course, that it was not her fault.

For Ros, counselling has produced not only a growth in self-realisation on her
part but also on her husband’s part. Ros has accompanied her husband to
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counselling and marriage encounter courses over the past fifteen years. She said
this achieved two things. It has helped her understand her husband better. And,
her husband was a better person. ‘These courses helped us a lot and my husband
can now walk down Pitt Street without thinking somebody is going to fire a rifle
at him’. She also went on to say that her husband ‘has learnt to recognise
problems and how to solve them without going over the top’.

Religion played a role for two women. They described its role in their lives and
how it has helped them in different ways. Paula, who became involved in the
Catholic Women’s League, wrote, ‘To my absolute amazement they made me
president which meant running meetings and some public speaking. I shall be
forever grateful to these wonderful women who saw something in me that I
couldn’t see myself’. This gave her a confidence so clearly lacking in her early
married life. Maxine wrote that ‘with time, meditation and involvement with
Buddhism, I’m getting better at not engaging when my husband’s in full flight’.

Most of the women at various stages in their lives were faced with a fundamental
choice: whether to stay with their husbands and support them, or to leave them.
The vast majority deliberately chose the former. It is tempting to suggest that this
simply reflected their socialisation and the expectations placed on marriage for
members of their generation, even if they were part of the sixties’ generation.
And, for some women, the family may have taken precedence over self. Yet,
despite the emotionally difficult terrain that many of these women negotiated
during their lives as set out in the previous chapter, it is clear from their
narratives that love, empathy and loyalty also played a part.

A number described the emotional support they have given their husbands.
Rhonda did not divulge whom she had lost but her loss was important enough to
mention it as part of a strategy for dealing with her husband. She said ‘In my
world, I have had the experience of losing a loved one and I know what grief
feels like for me, but I don’t have an experience that would measure up to what
my husband has been through. I try to imagine that I am ‘holding’ him in a safe
space; that I was there for him and certainly not judging him in any way’. Her
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comments evoke the images of a mother holding a child, which, in many ways,
could be apt.

On a number of occasions throughout her interview, Cathy referred to her
husband as ‘a very gentle person’. On one of those occasions, she recalled a time
when he was cleaning out a cupboard and found his old soldier’s pay book.
Inside was a photo of him at the same age as one of their sons. Her husband
showed her the photo and asked her whom she thought it was. ‘For a moment, I
thought it was my son staring back at me … and that really brought it home to
me because he is very much like his dad, he’s a very gentle creature, a gentle
caring sort of person, and I could just imagine the impact that war would have on
somebody like my son and it really hit me how hard it would have been for my
husband’. The empathy that Cathy gained from this simple incident helps explain
the support she has consciously and deliberately chosen to give her husband
throughout their entire married life, even whilst fiercely defending her position as
an equal partner in her marriage.

The narratives of most other women involved in this research revealed similar
love, empathy and active support. Mary, for example, said that her husband
always becomes upset and angry whenever conversations about the ‘protest
movement and protestors’ come up. She said she always challenges him and
points out that ‘there were thousands behind the scene who didn’t protest, but
were very proud of what you and all the others had done’. Here is evidence of a
wife’s support for her husband over a forty-year period, in terms of reassuring
him that there was support for him and other servicemen, not just condemnation.

A very powerful example of a woman’s love for and support of a husband is to
be found in Simone’s narrative. Simone (whose husband was sent home critically
wounded from Vietnam) left work immediately he returned to Australia to enable
her to visit him in hospital for the time that he was there, and, later, to care for
him after his release from hospital. She has continued to do this for the past
forty-three years of their married life. Simone has also helped him deal with the
psychological damage he has suffered as a result of the incident. She explained
that her husband has lived with guilt, as well as his injuries. He was the section
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leader at the time he was injured. Two medics came to his assistance when he
was shot but he ordered them to go back down the track to see if any of his
soldiers needed their help. They were both shot dead. ‘It’s obvious my husband
has never coped with this’. Simone said she chose to be her husband’s carer, to
remain married to him, to start a family, and, that looking back over her life, she
had not regretted making these decisions.

In addition to the emotional support was the tangible support that women gave
their husbands. This varied from something as simple as making a phone call to
get help for a husband through to supporting a husband and family on a regular
basis. Ros is an example of someone who has been there for her husband in both
capacities. She recalled making a phone call to their local religious minister to
get help for her husband. It was a Sunday night and they had come home from a
picnic. Her husband sat down on the lounge and began to read the newspaper.
There was an article about the President of the NSW Vietnam Veterans
Association committing suicide. After reading the article, her husband went to
their bedroom and tried to hide under the bed. She said, ‘He just wanted to get
away from the world’. The minister calmed him down. As a result of his
suggestion, they both went to counselling and marriage encounter courses,
which, as noted earlier, has changed the nature of their relationship.

Another example of the tangible support women gave their husbands is to be
found in Gina’s narrative. She initiated a short-term separation (as did other
women such as Bev), in itself a good example of the control she had come to
exercise in her marriage. But she also protected her husband, pointing out that
‘the courts wanted him to pay a phenomenal amount of money in maintenance as
at that time we had three children. I knew he couldn’t pay it - so I was happy
enough for him to make the house repayments and I lived off what the
government gave me. I still cared about him’. Although the domestic situation in
which she lived had become intolerable, and she had thrown her husband out,
there was still a bond that prompted her to negotiate a different settlement with
her husband. Clearly, she knew he could not pay the maintenance demanded by
the court and that, if she chose, he could face time in jail. Perhaps some money

73

was better than no money at all, but the bond between the two was evident in the
way that she allowed her husband to return as noted in chapter four.

To leave her husband was the decision Barbara made. She made this choice for a
number of reasons that related primarily to a difficult marriage. The trigger,
however, was an horrific car accident in which her son was seriously injured and
her son’s girlfriend killed. Her account of this car accident, and of her husband’s
subsequent lack of compassion for their son, shows that this was a life defining
moment for her that galvanised her into action. As she said, ‘sometimes you
grow with situations not realising how bad they are until you face some trauma in
your life’. Following is part of the very detailed account she gave of the accident:

But the real trauma came when Jason was involved in an horrific
motor vehicle accident at the bottom of a long winding descent
into our town. He was driving my father’s car because my father
was in hospital. My father had had a heart attack and Jason had
his license for 3 weeks and my mother wanted to go in and see
my father so Jason drove her in. After that he took mum home
and said, “Could I borrow the car? I need to get up to my
friend’s place, up at Crest Road”. On the way up to his friend’s
place he picked up his girlfriend; on the way back he attempted
to overtake another vehicle, he overcorrected the steering, hit the
gravel and the car spun into a tree and his girlfriend was killed.
She had her seatbelt on, the seatbelt caused ribs 6, 7 and 8 to
break; rib 7 punctured her aorta and she died in the accident.
The car hit the tree on Jason’s side, he had every rib broken on
the right hand side of the body, in three and four places, front
and back, his right arm was smashed, his jaw was smashed, his
ear was almost hanging off, he had multiple injuries and three
days after they had him in hospital they discovered his C1
vertebrae was a quarter of an inch apart from his neck and
broken.
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The only comment her husband made when they visited their son in intensive
care in hospital was, ‘Look at what your son has done’. His reaction was the
catalyst for her decision to end their marriage. However, it took considerable
strength and determination to go ahead with her decision. She said ‘it takes a lot
of courage to leave’. Both she and her husband were of Italian background:
‘Italian families just don’t break up. I had a lot of pressure on me from my side
of the family because I was leaving. My mother was very, very much against it.
You just do not do those sorts of things’. Whilst her elder son was supportive of
her, the younger was not. Although she returned to the marriage for two months,
she stuck by her decision eventually leaving her husband for good and filing for
divorce.

Four other women involved in this research - Bette, Debbie, Gillian, and Jackie reported they were divorced, and one - Emily said that she was separated.
Interestingly, with only one exception of those who were divorced, it was the
husbands who divorced the women. The reason for this finding may never be
known, as it was not explored in the research. The women had little to say about
it. Perhaps their husbands initiated divorce because they no longer had control
over their wives and divorcing them was the ultimate punishment in their eyes.
Or perhaps Jackie, one of the four women whose husbands had divorced them,
offered an explanation that came closer to the truth: ‘I didn’t leave my husband.
He left me’, she wrote. ‘The war moved on. He took it with him. Maybe he did it
to spare us; maybe he did it to indulge in it’. She also wrote, ‘Now, you are
getting old. Who are you now? What is your identity? A veteran… That is who
you are. Not a father, not a husband, or a loving son, or uncle, a veteran of war, a
victim of war. The war has finally got you. You didn’t escape. But I did’. Her
comments have a certain bitterness to them, but they also reflect one of the basic
arguments of this thesis. Her husband’s sense of self remained locked in a war
fought over thirty years ago. She, however, had moved on and grown. She was
no longer the young woman who was attracted to a handsome young man who
had returned critically wounded from the war: she was no longer the handbag.
Perhaps that was why she added that if the men ‘don’t “come home” and take
their place as citizens in the ordinary world, they will cease to be “heroes”. The
title will pass to their wives.’
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Paula has made a similar journey. At one point in her narrative she referred to
herself as ‘a seven stone beauty that my husband married who had turned into a
stressed teary miserable creature’. In contrast, later in her narrative, she described
a transformation that took place in her life, stating that ‘somewhere along the
way I learnt happiness came from within’. The miserable ‘do you have to go’
wife [referring to how she felt whenever her husband left her at the end of his
leave], disappeared and she became ‘living proof that changing yourself changes
your situation’.

Paula went on to describe what happened after reaching this point in her life. It
forced her husband ‘to take a good look at the girl he had at home which was all
very positive’. She described the achievements over her lifetime - a happy
marriage and life on a farm in which she has been heavily engaged with her
husband, and, in more recent years having grandchildren. At the end of her
narrative, she summed up the impact of the war on her life in a far different way
to how she recalled its impact on her when giving birth to her first born as
described in chapter four. ‘Maybe I too am a casualty of the Vietnam conflict but
it has made me into the person I am, and, when it comes time for me to die, I
don’t think I’ll have too many regrets’.

Although the women interviewed often showed a sense of uncertainty during the
forty-year period in which they had renegotiated their lives, Cathy did not.
Whilst she admitted that the war had had an impact on her husband, it was
obvious from her narrative that she had not allowed this to overwhelm her. She
talked about how adversity in her life, prior to her marriage to a veteran, had
given her the strength of character to know that she could ‘cope with anything’
and ‘I won't let situations rule me’.

Arguably, the following quote from her interview best captured the nature of the
relationship Cathy had with her husband, showing not only the considerable
independence she exercised in her marriage but her identity as a woman, and not
just a veteran’s wife. She spoke about her interest in the theatre and said, ‘What I
do is I buy two tickets. My husband has a look at the promo about the play and if
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he doesn’t like the look of it he doesn’t come. Usually, I’ll say, “Do you want to
come to this?” and he’ll look and say, “No I don’t fancy that”’.

Theatre is not the only example of the way Cathy and her husband have gone
their separate ways in their married life. This was not because of conflict
between them or due to issues of him trying to control her or vice versa, but
rather because they have different interests and have accommodated that in their
marriage. Cathy went to approximately only one in ten veterans’ meetings to
which she was invited because she did not ‘have anything in common with the
people who attended these meetings and that they seem like a lot of old farts’.
She could not see the point in going to something just for the sake of it, or
because it was expected of her.

The two examples of Cathy and her husband going their separate ways that stand
out the most involved two events considered very important in military
commemoration, ones that her husband expected, or perhaps hoped, she would
attend. The first was the Coming Home Parade on 3 October 1987. The family
was already booked into a skiing trip to Thredbo. Her husband, who had initially
refused to go to the parade, changed his mind at the last minute and decided to
attend after his mates rang him and convinced him to join them. She stuck by the
original decision and went to Thredbo. The second occasion was a service at
Kalpowar in far North Queensland in 2006. Her husband went there to
commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the Battle of Long Tan, but she did not
accompany him as she refused to camp out. She said, ‘it is not my idea of fun so
he has never ever asked me. He knows what the answer would be’. Being
married to a Vietnam veteran was part of her identity, not her only identity.

Rhonda believed that being married to a Vietnam veteran had given her an
insight into the nature of men and war. She had known many male friends before
they went to Vietnam. She had made contact with them again at reunions after
Vietnam and had witnessed huge changes in them emotionally. She said that she
began to think about why they had joined the army in the first place. She came
up with a theory. ‘The army offered stability and a seemingly exciting vocation,
but also offered an “armour” in the form of uniform and rank. She said that this
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type of vocation would be ideal for a young man who saw himself as the “tough
macho guy” and the training involved would enhance this. However, on the
inside there is a frightened, insecure “little boy” now being protected by his
“armour” and behaving like a tough guy. This is all great while the training
involves “make believe war games” but when faced with the real thing the true
personality is brought to the surface and now there is a terrified, fearful man
trying to cope with the possibility of being killed, on a daily basis. This leads to
major emotional problems and is exacerbated by the fact that most men find it
really difficult to connect with their inner feelings, be honest about them and
seek help in the way of counselling’. It is not inconceivable that the issues
Rhonda touched on in her theory identify other legitimate factors that may
conceivably contribute towards problems such as PTSD.

The South Vietnamese Women

The narratives of the Australian women in this thesis focused on the domestic
sphere. The narratives of the South Vietnamese women, however, focused on
events and one in particular, the Communist takeover of the South in 1975. Their
narratives were constructed largely around the ways in which they survived these
circumstances from the time of the Communist takeover to the present day.
However, these narratives are different from those of refugees as described in the
literature review. They are the stories of women deeply affected by the new
Communist regime because of who they were - wives of soldiers who had fought
against the North. They began their narratives with the words ‘30 April 1975, the
day the Communists came’ or words similar to that effect. This date remains
etched in the minds of the women.

These women had to be strong to deal with the fears, troubles and problems in
the months and years following this day. Their husbands were sent to Forced
Labour Camps. Although they did not say how they felt, one can imagine their
apprehension when their husbands failed to return from what they understood to
be re-education courses that were to last for just ten days. As mentioned in
chapter four, they did not hear from their husbands for twelve months. The
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women’s situation was exacerbated by rumours that circulated in the various
South Vietnamese communities about the terrible conditions that the men were
subjected to in these camps.

How they survived financially features strongly in their narratives. Phuong sold
household items; pigs and chickens that she bred; and sold cakes, yoghurt and
soup that she made. Her eldest daughter shared the money she earned from her
job in Saigon. The younger children also shared the money they earned from
work they did of an afternoon after school and on weekends. Quan said that ‘in
desperation, I went out to borrow money, the first time in my life I borrowed
money’.

The decision to leave one’s country is a momentous one. Arriving at such a
decision was only the beginning. Carrying out the decision meant dealing with
uncertainty and danger. Some failed at the first attempt. After that was the
voyage on a packed boat to an uncertain destination. Quan captured these
elements in the following extract from her diary. ‘Around us the sea and sky
were dark like Chinese black ink. Some ladies prayed constantly but one lady
became too hysterical. She screamed and screamed, asking to be taken back to
shore. Her screaming caused the children on the boat to become frightened. They
also cried and cried. Two men gagged her and pushed her to the floor. I quickly
sedated her with a big shot of phenergan’.

The women interviewed spent varying lengths of time in refugee camps before
being accepted into Australia. Quan spent two and a half months in a refugee
camp in Malaysia She said she was fortunate as some people she knew were
there for years. She and her husband and children arrived in Australia in 1978
and were placed in a hostel at Fairy Meadow. Within three months she secured a
job as a housemother, looking after Vietnamese children who came to Australia
without parents. Her duties were like those of a mother - carer and guardian for
children up to the age of three and a half. She spoke with pride about the fact that
the children continued to remain in contact with her after they were placed in
foster homes. Her comments about the children for whom she cared provide an
insight, albeit limited, into what happened to some of the Vietnamese children
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who arrived in Australia without their parents. She said that they grew up into
good citizens and many became professional people such as doctors, dentists,
engineers, nurses and social workers. Most are married and have children.
Other women’s stories were similar. Cam, her husband and son escaped from
Vietnam on a small boat in September 1978. They spent three months in a
refugee camp at Bilau Bilong, an island off the coast of Malaysia. They were
accepted into Australia. She learnt to sew and set up a business in the early
eighties. Loan, her two sons and sister escaped South Vietnam and reached a
refugee camp in Thailand where they stayed for six months. She and her sons
were reunited with her husband in Brisbane in 1980. They came to the South
Coast in 1983 where she set up a small business and her husband found work at a
local sawmill. Van and her family left Vietnam in May 1981 in a very small boat.
They reached Malaysia where the police took them to the refugee camp at
Bedong. They came to Australia in December the same year and settled in
Wagga Wagga where they began a new life.
The focus of Nguyen’s story2 was the success that she and her husband had
achieved after arriving in Australia and a determination to make something of her
life in a new country. Nguyen, her husband and their two children, aged seven
and three, fled Vietnam by boat and reached Malaysia. They were sent to
Australia and initially lived in a hostel in Cabramatta. Here they enrolled in
classes to learn English. She found work as a shop assistant for a local pharmacy
and her husband found a job as a storeman in a Ford dealership. Two years later,
Nguyen became the sole breadwinner when her husband quit his job and began
studying at university to become a doctor. She wrote that it was very lucky that
she had a job she liked, but she had to work overtime when her husband went to
University, as her wages were low. There was no sick leave and there were no
holidays. After some time, she, too, began studying to become a pharmacist.
Some years later, she graduated, becoming the first Vietnamese person in
Australia to graduate in pharmacy. Soon after, she became a registered
pharmacist. At the same time her husband became a doctor. For Nguyen, the past
is the past, and the future is dominant. This emphasis on achieving a better life
2

Correspondence, August 2008.
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and the future can be seen in the other South Vietnamese women’s stories,
although perhaps not as pronounced as in this story.

Narratives of the Australian women married to Vietnam veterans used in this
research challenge the dominant image of these women as powerless and isolated
victims. They reflect the more subtle picture of agency that has been overlooked
in literature and suggest that the majority of the women involved had the
capacity to change, to a larger or lesser degree, their lives and identities as wives
of veterans. They had or developed strategies to cope with difficult husbands and
marriages that varied from avoidance of husbands to defiance of husbands. Some
found empowerment outside of marriage through counselling, religion,
networking and the setting up of personal spaces. A few initiated separation or
divorce. The narratives have also brought to light the significance of
individuality and circumstance in determining their lives and have shown that
both these factors change markedly over time (a period of forty years in some
cases). These women made choices.

Narratives of the South Vietnamese women illustrate strength and resilience that
allowed them to deal with both the emotional and financial circumstances that
they faced at the end of the war. They dealt with what they saw as the impact of
the war on them – the end of their way of life. This included living without their
husbands for varying lengths of time. The fact that they were able to get through
this period of their lives not knowing where their husbands had been sent to or
how they were coping or even if they were still alive, is testimony to the
women’s fortitude. At the same time, they managed to keep providing for their
families. They adapted in many ways to life under a regime they detested. They
coped with husbands, who returned home to them, damaged by their ordeal.
Finally, putting their lives at risk, they fled their homeland, survived refugee
camps and settled in Australia, evidence of incredible will power, determination
and courage.
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CHAPTER SIX: ‘WHAT WE HAVE EXPERIENCED GIVES US
POWER’,1 DAUGHTERS

The daughters of Australian and South Vietnamese veterans were the next two
groups of women involved in this research. This chapter looks at the memories of
childhood from both groups, examines evidence of the transgenerational effects
of the war, and at how they view themselves as daughters of veterans. It is worth
noting at the outset that, although the experiences of Australian women have
been the subject of both government and academic studies, the experiences of the
Vietnamese women has not.

The Australian Daughters

The 1997 DVA Study, and the other studies referred to in the literature review,
show children of Australian veterans remember an unhappy childhood, are at
greater risk of suicide, have low self-esteem or drug and alcohol problems, and
have addictive behaviours, reflecting the transgenerational impact of war. Kylie
came closest to the portrait presented in the literature.

On a number of occasions during her interview, she spoke of having low selfesteem, the impact, she believed, of her father’s behaviour. She said ‘All I
wanted was for dad to give me a hug’. Instead she remembered her father
regularly arguing with her mother. ‘Memories of my childhood aren’t too good:
my parents - lots of arguing, lots of yelling, lots of acrimony and friction’. She
actually said she could not recall many nights of peace in her home. Her mother
was always threatening to leave and once or twice she did. While she always
came back, Kylie said that ‘we kids were frightened she wasn’t going to come
back. Mum would just cry and cry and cry’. Her main childhood memory of her
father was his brutality to the farm animals. ‘It was very hard for me as a girl to
see this’ and ‘I am absolutely sure that the rest of my siblings were scarred in
some way but we have never talked about it’, she said. She talked about seeing

1

Interview with Teresa on 24 June 2008.
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her father ‘flogging the poor milking cows’ in the bales with a piece of wood,
‘belting’ the sheep dogs to the point where they were almost unconscious and
one day ‘belting’ a sheep in the shearing shed with a hand-piece from the shears
until it was unconscious.

Kylie recalled a particular incident from her childhood that shows, amongst other
things, how out of touch with reality her father was, and how much she had to
learn. She said that one day he hit her with a horsewhip because she opened the
wrong gate and the horse he was trying to catch got out. She was nine at the time.
Her father told her later that same night that she should stay calm so that she ‘can
make good decisions because if she made the wrong decision there were going to
be consequences for that’. It would appear she accepted that his interpretation at
the time as she also said ‘It is funny as an adult thinking back - I thought it was
me who had the problem. But Dad was the one who had lost control and he was
the one who hadn’t stayed calm. He was the one who had the problem’. It was
only in adulthood that she arrived at the truth.2

Other women also recalled unhappy childhoods and problems with their fathers.
Jenny said, ‘I felt his lack of affection’.3 Sarah wrote that her father was
‘reserved and distant’.4 Belinda said she was ‘scared of her father; he was
foreign’.5 Rebecca wrote ‘growing up I feared Dad’6. Rachel recalled that ‘as a
child and teenager I was often frightened of my father’s temper’.7 Beth’s main
memory of her father was his unpredictability. She wrote that as a child ‘it was
hard to understand why things you did the day before were ok but the same
things you did today deserved punishment’; that there were times when she felt
he was a loving father, but there were also days when ‘ducking items being
thrown and avoiding a literal kick up the backside was inevitable’ and that ‘being
in trouble off dad was not like being in trouble off your average parent. You were

2

Interview with Kylie on 20 November 2007.
Interview with Jenny on 10 December 2007.
4
Correspondence from Sarah, 6 December 2007.
5
Interview with Belinda on 17 November 2006.
6
Correspondence from Rebecca, 30 May 2008.
7
Correspondence from Rachel, 27 April 2008.
3
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scared. So scared you would cry’.8 As a child, she was confused about her
father’s expectations.
Alison9 also recalled unhappy childhood memories of her father. From as young
as she could remember, she recalled she was always in tears because her father
drank a lot, yelled a lot, said horrible things that made her mother cry, and
threatened her mother. She remembered that when she was about five years old,
her mother left her father and took herself and her sister and settled in a town on
the coast. When she was twelve, her father died. She remembered being ‘pretty
blank’ for a long time. In the following years, she began to wonder whether or
not suicide was the cause of death, because of rumours she had heard. When she
was about eighteen, she insisted on reading the full report of her father’s death.
She recalled sleeping a lot and getting upset very easily at this time, as a result of
learning that the official cause of death was suicide. She saw a psychiatrist who
prescribed anti-depressants, which she took for about a month. She said it was at
this time that she made the link between her father’s problems and his service in
Vietnam. There was no evidence in her narrative, however, to suggest that she
had mental health problems as a result of her father’s behaviour or death. Alison
may be among the proportion of children who were not affected by
intergenerational trauma, however she may have also escaped harm because she
had only lived with her father until she was five years of age.

Two of the women involved in this research, however, recalled happy memories
of their fathers, revealing an intimacy and respect that have always been features
of their relationships. Rachel wrote that, despite her father’s temper, ‘as children,
my sisters and I watched rugby with Dad, on TV and at games. This was one way
that I felt I related well to Dad’. She also wrote that she ‘has always known she
could go to Dad with any problem or issue and he would be able to sort it out or
offer advice’. Likewise, Cindy wrote that she has ‘always been very close’ to her
father, and that ‘he means a lot to me, and I respect him a lot. I can talk to my
dad about anything and he does with me also’.10
8

Correspondence from Beth, 14 May 2008.
Interview with Alison on 20 August 2008.
10
Correspondence from Cindy, 7 May 2008.
9
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The women used a range of strategies to deal with their situations, in some cases
from a very young age. A common tactic was to seek their mother’s protection.
Another common tactic was to avoid their fathers. Beth wrote that being able to
judge what kind of mood her father was in ‘played a big role in getting by from
day to day without conflict’, evidencing an innate sense, even as a child, of how
to deal with the situation. Belinda said that she threw herself into school life,
especially when in high school. ‘I threw myself into study and shut the door’. In
this tangible way, she escaped ‘endless arguments’ with a father who was a
heavy drinker. She said that she had really happy memories of school and felt
that it was a positive influence on her and responsible for the person she became;
that school was a stable, routine part of life and the teachers were very caring.
She formed very strong and lasting friendships that helped her deal with what
was happening at home.

Some women formed close ties with their brothers and sisters and friends from
school, as Belinda had. Others found outlets such as sport. Alison spoke of the
role Legacy played in her life whereby she met other children of veterans in
similar situations to herself and came to realise that she was not the only one who
lived with a father who had problems. Kylie left home as soon as she was able to,
reminiscent of the findings of literature.

Counselling featured in the stories of two women. Belinda said that counselling
made her realise that she was not alone and that many of the feelings she had,
and the things she did, were common to children of alcoholics such as always
saying ‘sorry’. ‘With that knowledge I felt better about myself and more
empowered to help myself’. Likewise, Kylie said that counselling had helped her
improve her low self-esteem.

Most of the women involved in this research blamed their fathers’ behaviour on
the war. Three women described the veterans’ experience of unwelcoming
homecomings as they returned from the war, and saw this as one of the reasons
for the problems veterans, like their fathers, had. Alison, for example, said ‘as I
grew older I realised how hard the veterans had it - how bad they were treated
when they got home’. Rachel wrote that the Vietnam War was one that many
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Australians ‘did not agree with but the way the soldiers and other defence
personnel were treated on their return was appalling. These men and women
were following orders and deserved to be treated with respect for the things they
faced and did while serving in the war’. Rebecca wrote that it was not an easy
war and that ‘to come home to a country where the majority of people and the
future government were not proud of you, in fact the complete opposite, would
have been very hard’.

Rebecca also wrote: ‘I was born more than ten years after my dad came home
and old enough to remember the welcome home parade!! [3 October 1987]. I
find that disgusting. It took that long to acknowledge and thank these young men,
some of whom were conscripted into the army!!’ Clearly, Rebecca is unaware of
the welcome home marches that took place prior to the Welcome Home Parade
on 3 October 1987. In fact, there were welcome home marches for all sixteen
battalions that served in Vietnam. Jane Ross wrote that most of the marches took
place in Sydney and Brisbane. Some took place in Adelaide and Townsville.
‘From the first march in June 1966 in Sydney, to the last one, in December 1971
in Townsville, the troops were cheered and clapped by thousands of onlookers.
There were occasional ‘incidents’, but of a very minor nature’.11 Anne Curthoys,
writing from the perspective as an anti-war protestor, argued that veteran
memory of their returns are not historically accurate. She did not remember
‘protesters directly jeering, booing, and demonstrating against the returned
soldiers …’. In contrast, ‘my personal memory is that the anti-war movement
was sympathetic to the conscripts and rather censorious of the regular soldiers’.12
Curthoys agrees with, and quotes, David Jenkins who wrote that the notion of
returning soldiers being shunned and denigrated was ‘one of the five myths about
the Vietnam war that needed debunking’.13

11

Jane Ross in Australia’s Legacy: The Vietnam Veterans in Pemberton, Gregory, (ed.), Vietnam
Remembered, Weldon Publishing, Willoughby, Australia, 1990, pp. 190-191 described the
welcome home marches in some detail. Ross also described in some detail the welcome home
march for 1RAR in Sydney: yhe ABC televised the march live. The crowd was estimated to be
between three hundred thousand and five hundred thousand and there was a band, streamers and
confetti.
12
Curthoys, Ann, ‘Vietnam’ in Darian-Smith, Kate, and Hamilton, Paula, (eds.), op. cit., Oxford
University Press, 1994, p. 124.
13
‘Five Myths about the Vietnam War’, Sydney Morning Herald, 2 October 1992, p. 13.
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Apart from recollections of homecoming experiences, evidence from the
women’s narratives reveals that other explanations for the behaviour of veterans
they gave also reflect veterans’ views of the war. Beth wrote: ‘My dad went to
war and saw atrocities that you and I can only imagine. Imagine seeing what he
saw in Vietnam living with a fear that everyone is out to kill you’. The evidence
also explains the empathy for her father and the hero status she has bestowed on
him, as does the following comment: ‘Dad has earned a respect from me that
only another Vietnam Veteran child could understand and unfortunately I will
carry an anger and bitterness towards the Government and people that sent my
Dad to war - for the rest of my life’.

Two women, Sarah and Kylie, were unaware that their fathers were Vietnam
veterans during their childhood. Therefore, they did not blame the war for their
fathers’ behaviour. But since discovering that their fathers were veterans, they
see the war as the primary cause. Sarah wrote that ‘in those early days Dad didn’t
talk about his experience in the war, so my early memories of Dad aren’t
connected with the fact that he was a Vietnam Veteran. It was only later that I
made this connection’.

Kylie was thirty before she realised the war might have been the reason for her
father’s behaviour. Her father opened up for the first time in front of her when
she and her parents were driving to her grandmother’s funeral. ‘It was the first
time mum and dad had opened up about it and talked about their marriage
troubles. Dad was in Vietnam; mum was at home, pregnant with the eldest. There
was a big attack, something happened over there, and a lot of dad’s mates got
killed … so I suppose that was the start of their conflict. It was wonderful that
they were talking about that to me and I began to realise for the first time that it
wasn’t my fault, that it was maybe the war’. There was still some doubt in her
mind, however, about the connection with the war, because in her interview, the
emphasis was on the word, ‘maybe’.

For Sarah and Kylie, the connection between behaviour and the war came well
after the impact on them as children - for Sarah, growing up with a father who
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was ‘reserved and distant’ and for Kylie, growing up wanting her ‘dad to give
her a hug’ and instead witnessed animal cruelty.

In contrast, two women had very different opinions about their father’s
behaviour, seeing explanations in factors beyond the war. Rebecca wrote that she
thought the way her father raised herself and her two sisters ‘was more to do with
the way he was raised by his Dad whom I believe was very authoritarian than to
do with him being a veteran’. Belinda believed her father’s alcoholism was not
due to the war, that ‘he chose to drink rather than be a good dad … and that made
me feel ripped off, that my dad did not love me enough to stop drinking, that I
wasn’t good enough no matter what I achieved’.

Belinda’s perspective of being the daughter of a veteran is interesting because
she is the only Australian woman in this research to focus on her father as a
father, first, and a veteran, second. In fact, she has taken the veteran out of her
story. She portrays her father much more as a father with a serious drinking
problem than one affected by the war. She also identified various phases in her
relationship with her father that paints a more realistic picture of relationships.
Relationships are dynamic: they change and evolve. She said she was scared of
her father when she was a child. As a teenager, she felt disrespect for him and
considered him a nuisance in her life because he was unreliable and emotional.
She said she felt the most anger towards him in her early twenties when she
wanted him ‘to kick alcoholism’ and he did not; she described her relationship
with her father becoming one of duty. As a woman in her early thirties, she has a
pragmatic view of the relationship. ‘I have come to accept his condition. I feel
less hurt when he doesn’t remember birthdays, etc. I feel sorry for him; he is not
the person he could have been and he is missing out on so much’. It appears that
although the relationship with her father is still troubled, her attitude to her father
is softer. Her belief regarding the reason for her father’s shortcomings, drink, has
not changed, however.

The changing nature of relationships between the daughters and their fathers
evident in Belinda’s narrative was also evident in the narratives of the other
women. For example, Rachel wrote that because she had outgrown her childish
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fear of disappointing her father, she now had a better relationship with him as an
adult. She wrote about the effect that the documentary You’re Not in the Forces
Now had on her. ‘It was very informative as it talked about a “normal” person’s
stress levels and the stress levels of someone with PTSD and this helped to show
why dad’s temper was on a hair trigger’. However, she also wrote that her father
was calmer and easier to get along with once he was diagnosed with PTSD and
put on medication, suggesting she enjoyed a better relationship with him because
he had changed as well.

Sarah also wrote that her father had changed. She wrote that as a teenager she
became very close friends with a Vietnamese girl who was an orphan and who
had been adopted here in Australia. ‘Her name was Sarah too! We all got to
know her and even though Dad adored her, he felt extremely confronted when
we were all together. Here was a lovely young girl whose parents were most
likely killed in the war. This brought up a huge amount of guilt for Dad and it is
something that he often still talks about’. The fact that her father reacted to the
situation this way suggests he now feels uncomfortable about his role in
Vietnam. It is conceivable that for her part, Sarah has more respect for her father,
as a result, although that was not stated in her response.

For two women, the changing nature of their relationships with their fathers has
brought with it respect, and, for one, affirmation of a military tradition. Beth,
who described, as a child, ‘ducking items being thrown’, also wrote that ‘today I
do not see my dad as just my dad. My dad is a hero. I cannot think of anyone I
know who is that strong, brave and courageous’. She elaborated on this. Her
father returned from the war to her mother and raised three girls. He became a
fire fighter, saving lives and, although again dealing with tragedy, did not fall
apart like so many veterans, turning away friends and alienating family. He did
not turn to drugs or alcohol to numb the pain. She also wrote that ‘he raised a
genuine loving family, which although not always the ‘norm’ felt loved. He was
still able to participate in a big way in our lives and is now a huge part of his
grandchildren's lives’.
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Rebecca wrote that her relationship with her father ‘has changed a lot in the past
few years after I became a parent and gave him some grandchildren to spoil! Dad
is much more relaxed and hands on with my girls than he ever was with us’. She
also wrote that he has more time and less pressure than he did as a father and that
he is finally receiving the help he has needed. But Rebecca touched on another
issue. She feels that she has an obligation to teach future generations, particularly
her children, of the ‘sacrifice many men and women have made by going to war
for our country and those that still do, those serving today’. Rebecca and her
husband are planning on taking their daughters to Gallipoli to commemorate the
one hundredth anniversary of the Landing. It is also interesting to note that she
has embraced the Anzac tradition that initially rejected Vietnam veterans like her
father.

Like the wives of veterans involved in this research, most of these women have
come to grips with the impact the war had on them. They used survival strategies
that often echoed those used by the wives studied in this thesis, including
avoidance, assertiveness and seeking support outside the home. Even as children,
not all saw themselves as victims. As adults, they have discovered
accommodation, irritation and explanation, and for some, respect and admiration.
Their narratives also suggest a more complex picture of the transgenerational
effects of the war than the findings from literature that portray these women
solely as victims without adding the complexities of agency.

Daughters of South Vietnamese Veterans

The three South Vietnamese women who were the daughters of veterans and
contributed to this research were Teresa, Le and Nga. Curiously enough,
although all three are now resident in Australia, they came to the country by
indirect means. And, in contrast to the daughters of Australian veterans, who
constructed their narratives around their fathers, the daughters of South
Vietnamese veterans constructed their narratives around events.
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The Communist takeover and the escape from Vietnam were dominant elements
along with present day concerns they have for Vietnam and the sense of loss for
family members who were left behind or fled to other countries. In many ways,
the women were more graphic in the descriptions of their experiences than were
the South Vietnamese veterans’ wives involved in this research. This might have
been because they were girls at the time of the Communist takeover and so were
more impressionable, or simply because they were more articulate and had a
better command of English, or were more exposed to Western culture at a
younger age than their mothers. They were also far more willing to speak about
their personal feelings and relate personal experiences. In this regard, they were
like the Australian women. The ‘silent voice’ and cultural restraints, such as the
inappropriateness of divulging personal details about one’s life to outsiders
evident in the narratives of the wives, were not features of their interviews.

Two of the women in this research recalled the day of the Communist takeover
of the South in specific detail thus showing it was a day of great significance in
their lives and one which they will never forget. Their memories of this day are
very similar to the memories that people have of public trauma events like the
assassination of John F. Kennedy on 22 November 1963 in Dallas Texas. The
women remembered details such as where they were on this day, whom they
were with, and what they saw.

Teresa was seven years old at the time. Her home was located opposite the
Presidential Palace in Saigon. She saw a lot of action taking place outside her
home on the day: there were soldiers running around still fighting ‘with their
clothes sort of torn off’, a lot of screaming and crying outside in the street, and
people running up and down looking for relatives. A plane and a helicopter
circled around the Presidential Palace trying to help people escape from the
capital. Her mother, who had an eleven-day-old baby, was crying. Her father was
panicking because they had heard on the radio that the South Vietnamese
President had resigned and that the situation was worsening. She remembered
some of her father’s army friends coming to their house to persuade him to
escape because he was a South Vietnamese army officer. Although Teresa did
not know the English name for the rank he held, she said that he had been trained
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in the United States and was a munitions expert. Although he had the chance to
flee Saigon, he told his army friends that he would stay with his family and that
he thought the end of the war would bring peace. She was upset and frightened.
Le,14 who was fifteen, said she can ‘still remember very vividly what was
happening roughly around eleven o’clock’ on the morning of 30 April 1975. She
described standing with her father on the balcony of their home in Cholon,
watching ‘soldiers running for their lives, taking off their uniforms, abandoning
trucks, and people running everywhere’. At first, she was not upset or frightened
but happy. ‘I cannot tell you how happy I was when I saw the war was over …’.
However, she was confused by her father’s comment ‘this is only the beginning’.
She did not comprehend, at the time, the significance of his remark but would
soon understand.
Nga15 was eighteen years old and a school student at the time of the takeover.
Like Le, she recalled being excited at the prospect of the country being united
and feeling comfortable about the south becoming Communist, believing that it
might be for the better.

The women recalled the changes that profoundly affected their lives in the days
following the takeover. Teresa’s father was immediately imprisoned and the
family forcibly expelled from their Saigon home. Le’s sister, who was married
and lived in another part of the village about six kilometres away, suffered a
similar fate. At nine o’clock, on 1 May, her sister and her two children arrived at
Le’s home, still dressed in their pyjamas, and in a state of distress. Her sister had
‘tears streaming down her face’. She described how soldiers had come at three
that morning and forced her, her two children and her sister-in-law, who was
staying with her to leave their home. They took her husband, brother-in-law and
father-in-law away. They locked and chained the front door. Similarly, in her
interview, Nga said that her father was imprisoned five days after the takeover.
Family structure, so important in Vietnamese life, was being profoundly

14
15

Interview with Le on 1 July 2008.
Interview with Nga on 25 September 2008.
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disrupted as those identified as potential enemies of the new regime, or
supporters of the old regime, were rounded up.

There were many other changes forced on the women in the months and years
that followed. Although the theme of victimhood runs through their narratives,
the theme of survival in these disturbing circumstances lies not far beneath the
surface. Teresa spoke of the financial strain her family lived under as a result of
her father’s imprisonment and subsequent loss of income from the army. The
wages her mother earned from working at the markets were low. Savings from
past years vanished because the new regime had made the South Vietnamese
currency worthless. Teresa often missed school, as she had to look after her three
younger brothers once her mother found a job and went to work. She recalled
that life suddenly changed from going to school and ‘having fun with your
friends to washing nappies and cooking for my brothers’.

Le’s family had run a trucking business for thirty years. The Communists took it
over, removing the family’s income and, like Teresa, she talked of how the
family’s savings were rendered useless overnight when the South Vietnamese
currency was no longer recognised by the new regime. Le also talked about
rationing and people lining up to buy rations. She was forced to become a
member of the Communist Party and attend meetings that, she said, were
designed to indoctrinate the South Vietnamese people to accept Communism.
Her response showed how little hope they had of making her a cadre. ‘It was
impossible for them to get in to my brain, because, although I was only fifteen, I
had been through quite a bit’, she said. Nga, too, spoke briefly about her
situation. She said that she was forced to leave school and was unable to get a
job. She said, ‘There were many, many problems for my family. Oh it was
terrible when the Communists came to South Vietnam. It was really terrible.
There was no freedom. My two sisters escaped in 1981, and not long after, my
husband and I were married and began to plan our escape’.

However, fleeing Vietnam was fraught with frustration, danger and uncertainty.
Teresa and Le each made attempts to escape Vietnam on their own, evidence of a
confidence well beyond their years. Still, it is difficult to comprehend the fact
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that, given their ages, they made these attempts to get out of Vietnam, rather than
just remain there in the security of their family and put up with the new regime.
A comment Teresa made, as part of this research, sheds some light on their
motivations. ‘People don’t just escape their homeland for a better economic life;
they escape because of fear of persecution and oppression in their homeland’.16
To many Australians, such a view may seem uncomfortably close to a cliché or
even propaganda, but the strength of the response, and the women’s views on
Communism in particular, suggest that this was genuinely heart-felt.

Teresa was thirteen when she first tried to flee Vietnam in 1983. Caught by the
police, she was imprisoned for two weeks. It was during this time that she had
her first menstrual period in a cell with about ten other women whom she did not
know. Not knowing what was happening to her, she desperately wanted her
mother at this time. She could not turn to the other women because they were
strangers. Eventually, one of the older women in the cell came to her assistance.
Teresa still recalls this incident whenever she is tempted to feel sorry for herself.
It allows her to put her current problems into perspective. She was released after
two weeks and made her way home, a distance of four hundred kilometres, with
no money and no food. She finally reached home by begging food and money
from people along the way.

Teresa’s failure to escape Vietnam did not deter her, as later the same year, she,
together with her mother and two younger brothers, set out to flee the country.
This time she was successful. Her recall of the event was very clear, evidence
that this was an important milestone in her life. They left Vietnam on a twelvemetre boat with one hundred and eighteen people on board. ‘Try to imagine what
it was like for me as a thirteen year old girl in this situation’, she said, ‘leaving
my home and country, having all the emotions that that involved, along with my
mother saying to me, “you must take these if you get raped by pirates”, as she
gave me some tablets’. Clearly, the family was not going into this naively and
that the mother had contemplated such a terrible possibility was evidence of just
how desperate and determined they were to leave and their awareness of the
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dangers involved. After three weeks at sea, the people on board the boat were
picked up by a French vessel and taken to a Refugee Camp in Singapore. After
some months there, Teresa, her mother and two brothers were sent to France
where they lived for five years, before eventually coming to Australia.

Le’s story reveals similar self-confidence and determination. She made six
unsuccessful attempts to flee Vietnam, either by herself or with one or more of
her brothers or sisters. She offered little information as to why the first attempts
failed, other than saying that the police caught them, and, that on every occasion,
they were forced to hand over any gold they had on them. They carried gold and
not money because, as mentioned previously, the South Vietnamese currency
was rendered useless. She described one such occasion: ‘We were taken back to
the police station where the officers said, “If you want to get out of here, give us
all your money”. So, we gave them all the gold we had. I was wearing shorts
inside baggy pants. I had hidden ten ounces of gold in the pockets of the shorts
and I gave it all to them so I had nothing left. In the evening they said, “You can
go”, so I took off to one of my friend’s homes’. On other occasions, Le was
imprisoned for longer periods of time and then allowed to go.

She was finally successful on her seventh attempt in July 1978. She was with her
mother and eight siblings. Her father and eldest sister stayed behind. Le was
seventeen at the time. They set out from Vung Tau. Like Teresa, Le recalled very
specific details about leaving Vietnam, showing it was a very important moment
in her life. The boat on which they escaped was twenty-four metres long, six
metres wide and took around four hundred and ninety-eight people: people were
‘stacked like sardines’, she recalled, and the journey took three days and four
nights. The temperature was around forty degrees and it was very humid. They
were below deck most of the time and ‘the smell was so bad that they vomited
everywhere’.

Thai pirates attacked the boat, ransacking it for six hours looking for jewellery
and other items of value. They took the compass that the captain was using to
guide the boat. Le recalled that it was lucky her mother was born in Thailand and
could speak the language. She knelt down and begged for them to return it,
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which they finally did. Le believed that a woman, who was eight months
pregnant, was so scared by the pirates that she gave birth. The baby survived but
there was blood everywhere and there was a terrible smell. Finally, they were
taken to Bidong Island where they stayed for fourteen months. They left there in
1979 and settled in Canada. That same year, Le turned nineteen.

In their new countries, France and Canada, both women adapted to new cultures
and languages. Teresa spent five years in France and migrated to Australia in
May 1988 under the Family Migration Scheme. (Her husband-to-be, whom she
had met in the Refugee Camp in Singapore in 1983, sponsored her). Teresa
spoke of some of her achievements over the past twenty years. She received a
Diploma in Accounting from TAFE coming first in her course. She then studied
at University where she finished a Bachelor of Commerce degree and two years
later her Masters of Commerce (Honours), proudly saying that she graduated in
1993. She was heavily pregnant at the time of her final examination. The one
thing she recalls about that examination is the comment of one of the academic
staff: ‘I remember the professor said, “just in case you have the baby on the exam
day we have the ambulance waiting for you outside”’. In 1995, following
graduation, she began work with one of the biggest accounting firms in Sydney.
She worked there for seven and a half years, during which time she studied to
gain her CPA qualification. In 2004 she set up her own accountancy firm.

Le married a Vietnamese Australian in 1987 and migrated from Canada to
Australia in December of that year, leaving behind her family who had settled
there. Once in Australia, she completed a real estate course and picked up a fulltime job in real estate in which she worked from 1989 till 1991. Working as an
agent, she said, brought many experiences that she later used to her advantage. It
brought her into contact with many different Vietnamese families whom she was
able to help in a professional capacity with buying and selling properties but also
with personal problems. She learned to speak different Vietnamese dialects. She
successfully ran for council in 1991 as an Independent.

Teresa and Le present in their narratives a story of success and moving on. Nga’s
story, however, is different. In 1990, Nga and her husband and two sons escaped
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South Vietnam after a number of unsuccessful attempts. They spent seven and a
half years in a refugee camp in the Philippines where her husband became very
depressed. They gave up on coming to Australia, their preferred destination, and
so applied to go to New Zealand. They were successful and migrated to
Auckland. They lived there for four years during which time she had a third child
and her husband died. Nga and her children left New Zealand in 2001 and came
to Australia where they are presently living. She works as a machinist in a textile
factory. Although her preferred destination is Australia, she faces deportation
back to New Zealand. She is hoping to marry an Australian citizen to avoid that
outcome.

The women’s narratives were dominated by disempowerment that came with the
change in the regime, flight, refugee camps and adapting to new societies, but not
the war. The war itself featured in only one of the narratives. Le was the only one
to talk about the war. Her memories remain a painful legacy of her childhood just
as much as the end of the war and its aftermath. Her memories have not been
overshadowed by the Communist takeover, as it would seem is the case for the
other women.

Le said that she was conscious of the war from the age of six, and in her
interview, she recalled memories from childhood of the war, memories that are
still very clear in her mind and painful. She became upset in the interview when
recalling them, showing she experienced distress, if not trauma, as a child. She
remembered war periodically breaking out in the village where she lived. She
spoke of the damage caused by bombs that were dropped on her village, of
seeing blood and dismembered bodies. Her recall of the bombing raids is vivid
and powerful. ‘Sometimes we were woken by B52s because they shook the
windows and cupboards. When you go outside, you see great bombs and curtains
of fire that we called firebombs, like petrol, all red and it just fell down to the
forest. They burned the whole forest, set everything alight because the
Communists were hidden in tunnels inside the forest. They used that type of
bomb. I am not quite sure what the terminology is’. It was, of course, napalm.
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Like many villagers in the war, she and her family were not spared ‘collateral
damage’. She recalled that when she was eight years old, two bombs landed on
the family home. Her father, youngest sister and brother were injured. Her
father’s injuries were particularly serious. His hip had been completely smashed.
He was rushed to hospital where he received several blood transfusions to help
keep him alive. He survived after numerous operations but was hospitalised for
five years. When he finally left hospital, one leg was considerably shorter than
the other but he was able to walk reasonably straight because he was given a
special shoe to wear. And childhood curiosity would leave her with nightmares.
When she was twelve, she and her friends became curious about the body of a
young soldier from their village who had been killed. They were curious because
the body was in a huge plastic barrel, which was unusual. ‘We begged the soldier
guarding the body, “Let us have a look”, and he opened the barrel. Oh God I still
have nightmares, he was burned and all his skin scalded with the water. It was
dreadful; it was black, like black people, just horrific’. It appears that the young
soldier had been killed by napalm.

She punctuated her interview when describing such scenes from the war with
comments that also suggest she has remained deeply affected by what she saw as
a girl and that the war’s impact on her clearly continues into the present. ‘That
was a dreadful time that I had when I was a kid’; ‘those things happened when I
was still a kid and young’; ‘as a child you realise that you are at war, it is too
much’; and ‘that is bad particularly for young teenage kids, very bad’.

There is some evidence of unresolved issues in the women’s narratives.
Fractured families is one. They told of family members left behind or living in
other countries whom they had not seen for three decades in some cases. Teresa’s
family lives in various countries – Vietnam, France and the United States. Le’s
family remained in Canada. Nga has not seen any of her family since leaving
Vietnam with the exception of a sister living in Australia. Six still live in
Vietnam, and two live in France. And although Nga and her three children are
currently living in Australia, they may have to return to New Zealand because
they have not been able to gain Australian citizenship. For Le, the war itself has
left disturbing childhood memories. The women’s hatred of Communism is also
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very apparent in their narratives. For Teresa, in particular, it remains a major
issue. ‘What we hate is the Communist regime and its leaders who run the
country by force and dictatorship’, she said. She also wrote the following as part
of a letter to the Mercury: ‘Thirty-one years on, Vietnam is still very much
governed by a dictatorial and oppressive regime. Freedom and democracy are
non-existent’.17

The narratives of the Australian women show that, at some stage during their
childhood, they may have matched the dominant picture of the children of
veterans as victims of the transgenerational impact of war. Kylie, the woman
who witnessed her father’s cruelty to animals, and had a horsewhip taken to her,
has found it difficult to move beyond her childhood as the definitive factor in her
life. Other women, who resented their fathers in childhood, adopted strategies
remarkably similar to those adopted by the wives of the veterans discussed in
chapter five. They included avoidance and forming networks outside the
immediate family circle. The majority claimed, that as adults, they have good
relationships with their fathers and that, in attempting to understand their fathers,
they had gained an insight into themselves and others. With the exceptions of
Kylie and Beth, all stated they were in good health, physical and mental. They
were not dependant on drugs or alcohol, nor were they suicidal. Such matters
may not have been volunteered in the interview, but the narratives of the women
suggest that they were not attempting to hide such information. All are young
mothers and have careers. They challenge the dominant image of the children of
veterans evident in the literature.

If the Australian women echoed the experience of their mothers, so too, in many
ways, did the narratives of the South Vietnamese veterans’ daughters. The
context, of course, was very different. The focus was on events, the domestic
side often a sub theme. And the women in this research concentrated on the
future and their achievements, rather than the past, as a shaping element in their
lives. Yet, the past was there, in the concern over families scattered across the
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world and in an intense hatred of Communism. Teresa may well have summed it
up for all the daughters involved in this study when she said, ‘what we have
experienced gives us power’.18 But Le still has nightmares.

18

Interview with Teresa.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: ‘IT LOOKS LIKE HE HAS STOOD STILL IN
TIME’,1 THE BEREAVED

There is little in the literature that examines the women widowed by the Vietnam
War. They remain an almost invisible presence in the history of that conflict.
Two Australian women, whose husbands were killed in action, constitute the
fifth group of women involved in this research. Carolyn and Narelle are two of
seventy-five women married to soldiers who lost their lives in Vietnam.2 Their
narratives are complemented by the narratives of the mother, Ethel, and a sister,
Sylvia of one of the men.
A number of historians have written about war widowhood and have identified a
number of themes, noted in the literature review, that are common to the wars in
which Australians have been involved. These have included the feeling of shock
that women recalled when told their husbands had been killed, of having to deal
with conflicting details of how they had died, the fact that their lives were never
the same and the ongoing psychological impact of loss and grief. Historians have
also pointed out that some widows involved in their research never re-married
but held on to romantic and idealised images of their husbands, suggesting that
they never fully got over their loss.

Evidence from the two women’s narratives shows their experiences matched
those described above. They recalled their experience of more than forty years
ago in remarkable detail, evidence of the fact that it was a life-defining moment
for them. They talked about how they felt when they received the news that their
husbands had been killed in action, their initial inability to cope, and what they
did to cope in the following months and years. And although the veterans have
not been the focus of this thesis, the deaths of these two men provide the context
for their widows’ narratives.

1

Interview with Carolyn on 18 October 2006.
CARO: Central Army Records Office, GPO Box 393D Melbourne Vic 3001. According to
records held by the Central Army Records Office, seventy-five soldiers are recorded as being
married at the time of their death.
2
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Paul was commander of A-Platoon, Queensland Infantry 6th Battalion. On the
morning of 21 July 1969, the platoon was on patrol, walking through a minefield
without knowing it. He stood on a mine. His wife, Narelle, recalled: ‘He wasn’t
instantly killed by the mine, but died from mortal injuries soon after. A
helicopter in the area quickly arrived with a doctor, but when the doctor got out
of the aircraft he stepped on a mine too. The explosion of the second mine left
the doctor permanently blind and killed the corporal’. So moving was the tragic
incident in Nui Dat near Saigon that the popular Australian band, Red Gum,
dedicated a song to the tragedy entitled ‘God help me I was only Nineteen’.3 Paul
was twenty-seven and had been in Vietnam for two months. He was killed on the
day man landed on the moon.

Carolyn’s husband, Wayne, left for Vietnam in March 1969. He was a member
of 5RAR, Nineteen Platoon, D Company, a Ready Reaction Company that was
always on thirty minutes notice to deal with any major enemy threat to the
population centres in Phuoc Tuy Province. On 6 June 1969, D Company was
ordered to handle an enemy attack at Binh Ba. Captain Battle, the editor of a
history of 5RAR4, wrote that the enemy was much stronger than the estimated
two platoons; that there were many face-to-face confrontations with the enemy;
that the fighting was so fierce and confused for two hours that a detailed
description is impossible. Major Blake5 wrote that on the same morning he had
interviewed six new reinforcements when he was called to Task Force
Headquarters for a briefing about the attack at Binh Ba. On his return, his CSM
asked him what he would do with the six reinforcements. He answered ‘there did
not seem to be too much in this’ and that he would involve them in the fighting.
It was a house-by-house battle. ‘Sadly, one of those men, Private [Wayne Smith],
was killed later that afternoon’6 as they were clearing a house that the enemy had
occupied. He was shot in the neck and died instantly. Wayne was twenty-one
years old and had been in Vietnam for four months. He was the only Australian
casualty in this battle.
3

Special service for hero who died in combat 34 years ago, The Newcastle Herald, 3 July 2003.
Battle, M. R., Captain, (ed.), The Year of the tigers: The Second Tour of 5th Battalion, The Royal
Australian Regiment in South Vietnam, 1969-70, Pinecraft Press, Australia, 1987, pp. 51-57.
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The two wives were told of their husbands’ deaths on the following day.
Narelle7 recalled specific details of the day she received the news of her
husband’s death. She had been living with her mother after her husband had left
for Vietnam two months previously. On the morning of 22 July 1969, just after
sending their eight-year-old son off to school, two army officers and a minister
came to the door. Her mother answered the door and said to them ‘Paul’s dead!
Paul’s dead, isn’t he?’ Her mother had a feeling that her son-in-law was dead
because earlier that morning they had heard on the radio that his battalion had
sustained deaths and injuries on the previous day. Perhaps without even realising
it, Narelle’s mother was replicating a pattern common during the two world wars
when families kept an often anxious track of the whereabouts of their men
through the media.

For some time, Narelle thought, or hoped, that the wrong body might have been
returned to Australia, because she had not been allowed to view the body. She
wanted to believe that it was the wrong body and that her husband was still alive.
There was no immediate closure. This experience is similar to that of widows
from other wars including the war in Iraq. There was no immediate closure for
the widow and family of Private Jake Kovco, because the body of a Bosnian man
was mistakenly returned to Australia in April 2006 instead of his body. Historian
Jen Hawksley, in the context of widowhood in World War I, makes the point that
the presence of the body is one of the realities required to mourn.8

Narelle, to use her own words, ‘cut herself off from the world for some years’,
from her husband’s army friends and from the local community. Whenever
anyone came by to visit her, she pretended to be asleep. She cannot recall any
songs from 1969 through to 1973. She ceased studying. (Before her husband’s
death, she had been keen to get her Leaving Certificate, having left school early
and marrying at sixteen). She continued to live with her mother for another eight
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years. During that time her mother helped to bring up her son, as she did not have
the energy to care for him herself.

Narelle chose to end her grieving with the Welcome Home Parade on 3 October
1987. Her husband’s army friends had contacted her during the planning for the
parade and she became more engaged with life through them. She spoke of the
support they have given her and her son since that time and how she has
reciprocated that support by becoming engaged in veterans’ activities and
attending their reunions. She arranged the 2003 reunion at the local RSL Club. A
plaque was unveiled and a Wall of Remembrance created in her husband’s name.
It would seem, however, that she never fully recovered from her loss as she
remembers her husband in an idealised way. She was glowing in her description
of him, saying that he was highly regarded by members of his platoon, that he
had been a good leader, was popular, liked a beer and had played rugby union for
the army. She never remarried.
Carolyn9 recalled very specifically the moment she was told Wayne, her
husband, had been killed. An army chaplain and an army officer brought the
news. She went into shock and remembered sitting on the lounge and crying for a
long time. She was at her mother’s place where she had been staying since the
time her husband left for Vietnam five weeks earlier. It was the morning of the
first Saturday in June 1969.

She handled a number of confronting experiences over the following days and
weeks. She was not allowed to view her husband’s body.10 There was a threeweek delay between her husband’s death and his burial because of an argument
between the family and the army. The family wanted her husband buried at
Waverley whereas the army wanted him buried at Rookwood. The family
eventually got their way. However, this was at a cost, in addition to the delay of
the burial. Perversely, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission refused to

9

Interview with Carolyn on 18 October 2006.
The bodies of soldiers killed in Vietnam were flown back to Australia for burial, unlike the
bodies of soldiers killed in previous wars in which Australia has been involved.
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erect the standard army memorial over her husband’s grave. Even ownership of
the dead was apparently contested territory.

Carolyn was pregnant at the time of her husband’s death. The shock caused her
to haemorrhage. She almost lost her baby and was hospitalised for the last three
months of her pregnancy. She was also forced to deal with conflicting accounts
surrounding her husband’s death. She described the experience as ‘distressing’
and, because she did not know what to believe and whom to believe, she lived in
the hope that one day she would learn the truth. She eventually learnt what she
believed to be the truth when she met a veteran in 2002 who had fought in the
same battle as her husband who recounted the circumstances of his death. She
believed him because he was there at the time.

Unlike Narelle, Carolyn did not lock herself away from the world. She took up
offers of support from family, especially from her sister with whom she
frequently stayed. She could talk more freely with her sister about her husband’s
death than with her mother who became upset which, in turn, made Carolyn
more upset. She also drew on support that came from outside the family: the
friendship and support of her husband’s army friends.

Carolyn never remarried. She brought up her son on her own. She recalled telling
her son why he did not have a father and how difficult it was for her to do this.
She put off telling him until the day before he started school so that he had an
answer for anyone who asked him what his father did. She told him that his
‘daddy had died in the war and was up in heaven’. Interestingly, many years later
she said she used almost the same words to Brianna, her granddaughter, to
explain to her why she did not have a grandfather.

For her, the arrival of the Vietnamese Boatpeople in Australia in the late
seventies and early eighties was confronting. She said that ‘for many years I was
still very bitter after my husband’s death and when the Vietnamese people started
coming here to Australia … well! I used to ask myself why are they coming here
when my husband was killed over in their country’. However, as years passed
she began to realise that they were coming to Australia for a better life. She
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remembered that to give the Vietnamese people a better life was what her
husband had told her he was going there to do. Thus she was able to say ‘that’s
what he died for’ and in this unexpected way was able to give some meaning to
her loss.

Carolyn thinks of her husband every day. She has photos of him in uniform on
the mantelpiece in the living room and in her bedroom. She continues to watch
Vietnam War documentaries and videos in the hope of seeing a glimpse of her
husband during his time of service in Vietnam. She talked with pride about how
her husband has been remembered in a number of public places. She listed the
following: the Wollongong Lighthouse Memorial; Waverley Oval; on a plaque
on a tree at Enoggera Army Base Camp; and a street at Binh Ba Barracks in
Darwin named after him.

Another source of comfort for Carolyn has been the ways in which her family
has kept her husband’s memory alive. She described a personal memorial that
her son has to his father - tattooed on his back. The tattoo is a photo of his father,
three helicopters in formation, identical to the three helicopters at the Australian
War Memorial in Canberra and a tiger. (The tiger was the mascot for the platoon
in which his father served). She also spoke of her granddaughter, Brianna, who
since age three has been able to identify the soldier in uniform in the photo on
her mantelpiece as that of her grandfather and to associate the playing of the Last
Post with him. And she spoke of a special framed photo, which hangs on the wall
in the living room, of her son, of her granddaughter and herself, laying a wreath
at a ceremony in 2005. The photo appeared in the local newspaper - the
photographer took the photo because she was moved when she saw three
generations from the one family laying a wreath

As noted earlier, Carolyn never remarried. She continues to picture her husband
as a young man. ‘It looks like he has stood still in time. That’s the beauty’.
Anzac Day marches that she attends each year reinforce the image she has of her
husband as a young man as she watches veterans pass by. ‘I cannot imagine my
husband with an old face. I can’t imagine him older; they say they never grow
old anyway. I can’t put an old face on a young face’. Such thinking brings her
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consolation: ‘I still love Wayne. No one could replace him’. She remembers the
reasons he gave for going to Vietnam. She said that he volunteered because he
could help the people there. He also told her that it would make a man of him and
he would come back a better person. Carolyn’s decision not to remarry, and her
dedication to the memory of her husband, suggest that she has never fully dealt
with her loss. Yet, her contact with the families of veterans suggests a more
complex response. At the end of her interview she said, ‘Sometimes, I think it is
easier for me seeing veterans’ wives and families suffer and seeing their loved
ones decline. I think I’m better off living with a memory. It seems to me that the
Vietnam War brought our family closer together, but in the case of veterans’
families, it pulled them apart’. In her mind, she and Wayne may have been
spared that possibility.

Carolyn’s story is not dissimilar to those of the bereaved from previous wars, as
noted in the literature review. The dead were idealised, the time with a husband
was cruelly short and keeping alive memories of husbands, sons and fathers was
important. Lillian Malcolm, for example, a World War II widow who did not
remarry, had much the same reaction. ‘I had so little time with Reg. I only had
three-and-a-half years living with him as his wife and I just remember a lovely
person. And my daughter - his daughter too - she resembles him even to the
joints of her fingers. Sometimes when she smiles I see in the corner of her eyes ‘Oh goodness me, you look like Reg’ - and even her walk. As I said to her,
‘While ever you’re alive, your father will never be dead’.’ Christina Mowbray (a
daughter of a soldier killed in World War II) said, ‘My mother never really coped
again after my father was killed … I used to feel as though it wasn’t me that my
mother loved, so much as that it was what she had left of Brian that she loved’.11
Two other women who were also involved in this research were Ethel12,
Wayne’s mother, and Sylvia13, Wayne’s sister. Evidence from their narratives
shows their experiences mirror those of Carolyn and Narelle. Both recalled in
precise detail the day they were told the news that Wayne had been killed in
11

Penglase, Joanna and Horner, David, When The War Came To Australia: Memories of the
Second World War, Allen and Unwin, St Leonards, NSW, Australia, 1992, pp. 226 and 227.
12
Interview with Ethel on 10 March 2008.
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action. Both said they went into shock. It is conceivable that the context in which
Ethel received the news of her sons’ death may have added to her feeling of
shock. She had received a letter from Wayne the day before. It was a jovial letter,
and he had even asked her how she felt about the prospect of becoming a
grandmother.

Ethel said that she threw herself into housework, which ‘became the escape and
the strategy for coping with my loss’. Unlike Carolyn, she does not watch
Vietnam War documentaries because they bring back the memory of the day she
learnt her son had died. She said she has had to deal with being told different
versions of his death and found that aspect ‘harrowing’. Valentine’s Day each
year is a sad day for her because it was her son’s birthday and it is on this day, in
particular, she realises ‘there is something missing inside as if you’ve got a
space. An empty space!’ Such comments are reminiscent of Jen Hawksley’s
observation of the experience of mothers who lost sons in World War I, ‘The
grief of parents who lost sons during the war that was supposed to end all wars
was different from that of widows. It was possible to replace a husband, but
never a child’.14

Sylvia wrote that when she first heard the news of her brother’s death, she went
to her bedroom and cried ‘until there was nothing left’. Later, she went through a
period of denial, believing there was the possibility that her brother might have
gone missing, as the family was not allowed to see his body. She imagined he
would show up one day. For her, there was no immediate closure, again, a
familiar pattern. She also wrote that she was ‘pretty dirty’ on life for a long time,
describing herself as a twenty year old who hated the world because she had lost
her only brother and that she would have been a protester had she been older and
known more about the protest movement. Perhaps with the benefit of hindsight,
she pointed out that there was no counselling for people like her mother
experiencing trauma. ‘There was nothing that I know of when Mum and the rest
of the family lost my brother. I only remember Mum and the army officers at the
door to give us the bad news’. And she wrote of the hatred she felt for the
13
14

Correspondence from Sylvia, 2 February 2007.
Hawksley, J., op. cit., p. 68.
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Vietnamese people coming to Australia. Yet, like Carolyn, she found some
consolation in the role her brother played in the lives of the South Vietnamese
people. And, like Carolyn, she also found consolation in the memory of her
brother as a young man. ‘I think I want to remember Wayne just the way he
was’.

Although the number of widows involved in this study is small, the fact that
Narelle and Carolyn have held onto idealised memories of their husbands, and
that they never remarried, suggest that they did not fully get over their loss.
Perhaps they invested their energies and life hopes into bringing up their
children. Although Narelle and Carolyn had the same experience of losing
husbands in war, the contrasting ways in which the two deal with the
circumstances show that there was no single experience of war widowhood,
echoing a pattern that historians have identified of war widowhood from
pervious wars. What remains unknown, however, is whether the Vietnam war
provided a different social context for mourning for these women: unlike the
widows of the two world wars, there was no widespread social acceptance of war
widowhood. Irrespective, after more than forty years, all four women still grieve
their loss. And, unlike many of the women’s narratives in this thesis, the veterans
provided both widows with the support they apparently could not provide for
their own families. Whether this reflected the fact that the emotional demand for
such support was occasional, or whether these men were living up to a tradition
of looking after the families of dead mates, remains unknown.
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CONCLUSION

As noted in the Introduction and chapter one of this thesis, the prevailing view of
the women associated with Australian Vietnam veterans is fairly uniform. The
wives are characterised as victims, powerless women often living in isolation,
passive and subject to controlling husbands. The children (and by implication,
the daughters) of veterans are subject to secondary traumatisation and are more
prone to mental ill health, suicide and substance abuse than their peers. They are,
in effect, stereotypes. And underpinning it all is an assumption that such
conditions are constant and are not subject to change.

Using the interviews conducted for this thesis, it is clear that the picture of these
women is a far more complex one than that presented in literature. A minority of
women interviewed did match the pattern described in the literature. Janet, Bette
and Marie, for example, spoke with their husbands’ voices, offered their
husbands’ views of the world, defended their husbands and were reluctant to
speak of themselves (if they spoke of themselves at all). One of the daughters
interviewed, Kylie, also came close to the stereotype presented in the literature.
But the majority of the women interviewed presented a very different picture of
their lives, one that showed they were hardly passive in the face of their
husbands’ and fathers’ behaviours. There is little doubt that all at one stage
matched, to one extent or another, the stereotype presented in the literature. But
there is also little doubt that these women also took steps to change their
situations through a variety of means, ranging from avoidance and assertiveness
to building networks outside the home, establish different perspectives on their
situation and acted on that knowledge.

Not all women travelled the same journey or reached the same end. Some were
clearly more forceful than others. Personal circumstances and personal choices
guided the actions they took and the results that followed. Yet they all gained a
sense of self that was not simply locked into being a veteran’s wife or daughter.
They were no longer ‘the handbag’. Cathy, Barbara, Gina, Jackie and Paula
probably gained the most in many ways, although that was not without its cost.
Jackie, for example, was divorced by her husband, a decision that left her feeling
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devastated. However, if there was one common element in the narratives of
seventeen of the twenty Australian wives involved in this thesis, it was a growing
sense of self-realisation and independence and, in some cases, control to varying
degrees. It was Jackie who pinpointed what many of the women were thinking
when she remarked that her husband had never left the war but she had.
Similarly, most of the daughters, many of whom remembered unhappy
childhoods, had moved on from that period of their life and instead found
accommodation, annoyance and explanation, and for some, respect and
admiration. Two of the daughters had happy childhoods. What these narratives
show, in sum, is the fact that these women’s lives were not, and are not, static
and that the stories of these women deserve closer study by historians to present
a more realistic, if more complex, picture of women related to Vietnam veterans.

There was no benchmark to use in the analysis of the experiences of the South
Vietnamese women, but hopefully this thesis begins to open up the possibility of
research in this area. The narratives of the South Vietnamese women showed
some similarities but also marked differences to those of the Australian women
interviewed. Like their Australian sisters many remembered a sense of
disempowerment but this was defined in terms of the Communist takeover rather
than disempowerment in the domestic sphere. Unlike many of the Australian
women, the South Vietnamese women were overwhelmingly focused on the
future rather than the past. For the Australian women, the war was seen, to
varying degrees, as a cause of their problems. The past still exerts its influence.
The South Vietnamese narratives saw the end of the war more in terms of escape
to a better future, despite the dangers that accompanied flight from Vietnam.
That also had its cost with time spent in refugee camps and dispersed families.
And there were sometimes unpredictable echoes between the two groups: at
times, Cathy and Teresa were speaking with similar voices. Perhaps the most
marked difference between the two groups was the way the South Vietnamese
women played down or ignored the domestic side of the wars impact whereas it
was dominant in the Australian women’s narratives, even to the point of using
veteran mythology, like the lack of welcome home parades.
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The narratives of the Australian widows from the Vietnam war remain rare. The
stories of the two women discussed in this thesis suggest strong continuities in
the experience of widowhood brought by war in Australia but also suggest that
other women connected with the bereaved shared many of the sentiments and
views of the widows. The case study is too small to allow any grand conclusions
to be drawn but they do suggest that they also have a voice in the history of
women affected by the war.

It was Jackie who claimed, with some defiance, ‘I am a survivor’. It was a
sentiment that most of the other women interviewed for this thesis across both
national groups would have agreed with. Perhaps Jackie sold the stories of these
women a little short, because in that claim are stories of resilience and agency,
strength and endurance, and a refusal to simply accept their personal situation
unchanging. These women, both Australian and South Vietnamese, then, have a
far more complex history than previously portrayed in literature and have the
right to be included in social histories regarding the impact of the Vietnam war
on women.
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APPENDIX

Wives of Australian veterans

Barbara

Interviewed 10 November 2006
Barbara married her husband in 1972 not long after he returned home from the
war in Vietnam. Within six months of being married she experienced marital
problems that became worse with time. She divorced her husband after twentyeight and a half years of marriage. She works in Human Resources. Her narrative
features quite often in the thesis.

Bette

Interviewed 30 November 2006
Bette focussed on her ex-husband who had served in Vietnam in 1968 and who
had fought in the Battle of Coral. Her main point was that he had not received the
recognition he deserved.

Bev

Interviewed 18 October 2006
Bev met her husband in April 1967. She was twenty-one years old. Not long after
they met, he left for Vietnam. When he returned in mid-November the same year,
they began going out. They married in April 1969. As the years passed, he
became ever increasingly dependent on alcohol and died in 2002 as the result of
alcohol related illnesses. She does voluntary work with the Vietnam Veterans’
Association.
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Cathy

Interviewed 29 October 2007

Cathy began her interview by saying that she arrived in Sydney as a ‘ten pound
Pom’ on 23 April 1966. She migrated to Australia with her first husband
believing that it would end a domestic violence situation that she was in. She had
her first baby in 1960 at age sixteen and when she arrived in Australia in 1966
she was five months pregnant with her third child. When her third child was nine
months old, she left her husband, as the domestic violence continued. For some
time, she was a single mother. Her second marriage was to a Vietnam veteran to
whom she is still happily married. She completed a History Degree (Honours) in
2000 and is the author of a book that was published in 2006. Her narrative
features often in this thesis.

Debbie

Correspondence 16 December 2008
Debbie met her second husband, a Vietnam veteran, in 1983. She was thirty-one
and he was forty when they married in 1986. It was an unhappy marriage that
eventually ended in divorce. The relationship between her husband and her two
children from her first marriage was also an unhappy one. She has re-married and
works in administration for a local council.

Donna

Correspondence 3 May 2008

Donna met her husband at university not long after he returned from Vietnam
where he had served as a soldier in frontline combat. They married in 1975 and
had two sons. Her husband was diagnosed as an alcoholic about seven years after
his return from Vietnam. He suffered from chronic depression in the latter years
of his life and died of a rare cancer that was linked to Agent Orange. Donna is a
University Lecturer.
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Emily

Correspondence: Letter to the Editor of the Adelaide Advertiser, 1997, and
an email sent to the researcher in 2008
Phone interview on 18 November 2006
Emily met her husband in 1966 when she was nineteen and he was twenty. She
started going out with him in early 1967. They became engaged in June 1969
after he returned from Vietnam and were married in April 1970.

Emily is the author of the letter that appears at the beginning of this thesis. In
addition to describing her feelings as the wife of a veteran in her letter, she
mentioned the fact that her husband, John, had decided to leave her and live
alone. The following extract from a subsequent email from Emily shows that this
decision was not the end of the relationship. It provides a good example of the
changing nature of relationships, a point that is made throughout this thesis:

14 October 2008:

‘I have been diagnosed with breast cancer and so my life has been through quite
an upheaval as you can well imagine. I have spent at least three days over a
period of two weeks undertaking numerous tests to see whether it has spread to
the bones, liver and lungs - but the answer to that is that is has not spread. Seems
to be contained to a localized area and so yesterday I had to go to the hospital for
pre-operative procedures which took up over 4 hours! I go in for surgery on
Wednesday 22 October and then a course of radiotherapy. I hope I am going to
be one of the lucky ones!

John has been very good. He came down as soon as he heard and has attended
every doctor's appointment and test I have been to. I have been very grateful for
his presence. It was quite unusual in a way. When I was told that I had cancer,
he had tears running down his face and I was then trying to soothe him.’
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Gillian

Interviewed on 16 October 2008
Gillian met her husband in 1965. They started going out in 1966 and married in
1968. Her husband was in the air force and served in Vietnam for four months in
1967/68. His job was to load and unload planes. Her marriage of thirty-three
years ended in 2002. One of the final comments she made in her interview was ‘I
vowed the day I got out of that house [where she had lived with her husband] I
was going to laugh because it had been so many years since I had been able to
laugh’. She is a grandmother and is retired.

Gina

Interviewed 11 May 2007
Gina met her husband at a dance in 1965. She was sixteen and he was eighteen.
They quickly formed a relationship and married. Her husband was conscripted
into the army on 7 January 1968, serving four months in Vietnam from June until
September of the same year, before he was sent home critically ill from malaria.
Gina is still married to her husband. She is a nurse and a grandmother. Her
narrative features throughout the thesis.

Jackie
Correspondence 30/09/07
Jackie met her husband at the beach in 1965 when she was fourteen and he was
seventeen. She married her husband in 1971 after he was sent home wounded
from Vietnam. They had four children. Her husband became increasingly
dependent on alcohol that lead to the eventual collapse of their marriage. She is a
company executive and a grandmother. She is an environmentalist and very
active in her local community. Her narrative features strongly throughout the
thesis.
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Janet

Interviewed 10 December 2007
Janet’s husband was the centre of her interview. Her husband joined the army
when he was seventeen and was part of the 1966/67 intake. He was in 5RAR and
served in Vietnam for thirteen months from April 1966 till May 1967. He turned
twenty in Vietnam and returned home to Australia before he was twenty-one.
Soon after he returned home they married and had three children. Janet is still
married, is a housewife and grandmother.

June

Correspondence 28 April 2009
Marriage to a veteran in 1985 was June’s second marriage. She wrote that
problems with the relationship between her and her veteran husband became
easier to understand in 1994 when for the first time she was given written
information about PTSD. She wrote that it felt like someone had begun putting
together major pieces of a big jigsaw puzzle; she was no longer groping for
understanding and help in the darkness. She learnt that veterans have to learn
how to cope with their problems and themselves, and that their families have to
learn how to adjust; that their children and grandchildren often experienced
particular difficulties.

Marie

Phone interviews on 18 May and 21 June 2007
Marie made some interesting comments in two brief phone calls that were
designed to arrange a meeting to do a recorded interview. The proposed recorded
interview did not take place. The reason for this will never be known. The
comments she made related in part to her fragile state of health. She was seeing a
psychologist once a month because she had been depressed since her husband
died, and that she had undergone electric shock therapy quite recently. She also
said the war affected her husband and that he had slept with a loaded gun under
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his pillow for five years following his return from Vietnam, which, in turn, had
upset her very much.
Mary

Interviewed 18 June 2007
Mary has been married for almost forty years. She met her husband when she
was fourteen and he was nineteen. They got engaged before her husband went to
Vietnam and married soon after he returned in 1971. She was seventeen and he
was twenty-one. They had three daughters. Mary is a housewife and a
grandmother. The fact that she has Parkinson’s Disease prompted her to make
some interesting comments in the latter part of her interview. She was confident
that he would be able to help her deal with this disease despite his medical
condition that she believed was the result of being in Vietnam and because of the
medication that he was on in order to deal with those conditions. Her narrative
features in various places throughout the thesis.

Maxine

Correspondence 21 April 2009

Maxine met her second husband, a Vietnam veteran, and married him in
November 2004. She was cynical about her husband’s use of the gold card. She
wrote ‘he rushes off to the doctor at the drop of a hat’ but refuses to see any
health professional not covered by the gold card’. She also wrote ‘I really feel
he’s using his Vietnam experience, and a headspace that says ‘the government
owes me, and I’m going to take as much as I can, whether I need it or not’, as an
excuse for not taking responsibility for doing the hard yards and taking
responsibility for his own health’. Her narrative features in various places
throughout the thesis.
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Paula

Correspondence February 2008
Paula recalled, in vivid detail, the first time she met her husband. ‘It was the last
Sunday in April 1966 - a very hot Sunday after a day at the beach nicely burned
and bleached, a girlfriend suggested we go to a dance. Talk about love at first
sight. This blond bronzed blue-eyed concreter was a Paul Newman look-alike,
who scrubbed up like you wouldn’t believe in the black suit with the red lining. I
always felt sorry for people who never fell head over heels in love, and to remain
that way, has been truly a blessing’. Her husband was conscripted into the army
in January 1969. They married in May 1969, and, soon after, she fell pregnant.
She was twenty years old. She and her husband had four children. At the end of
her narrative, she wrote the following about her husband: ‘I know my husband
would lay down his life for me, his family and probably someone who really
didn’t deserve it and I thank God for the privilege of having such a mate’. Her
narrative features very often throughout the thesis.

Rhonda
Interviewed 8 February 2007

Rhonda was an only child and had an unstable childhood. She was sexually,
physically and emotionally abused. As a result, she ‘latched onto Mark [sic]
because of his stability. He was a rock’. She met him when she was in year five
and he was in year six. He was the class captain. ‘I fell in love with him on the
night of the year six dance when I was about to go into Year 6 and he into Year
7. I can even remember what I was wearing’. She married Mark in 1965 when
she was nineteen and he was twenty. He was in the army at this time and six
years after they married, he volunteered to serve in Vietnam. He was there from
early 1971 till late 1971. They have a daughter and a son and are grandparents.
Rhonda spoke of her professional life, describing her husband’s support,
guidance and encouragement as ‘incredible’, and ‘that it gave him an opportunity
to stand by her and utilise his army knowledge and skills’. Her narrative features
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quite often throughout this thesis. Her insights into men and war proved
particularly valuable.

Ros

Interviewed 15 June 2007
Ros met her husband in 1967. He had joined the army two years earlier in 1965
at age seventeen. He went to Vietnam in 1968 and they married after he returned
home in 1969. They had three daughters. Ros is a housewife and a grandmother.
Her narrative features fairly often in the thesis.

Simone

Interviewed 6 October 2008
Simone met her husband at a dance in 1961 when she was sixteen and he was
eighteen. They soon became girlfriend and boyfriend and married four years later
in April 1965. By then her husband was a regular soldier. He was told he was
going to Vietnam when they were on their honeymoon. He left for Vietnam in
June 1965 and was sent home from the war when he was critically injured on 8
January 1966. Simone has been her husband’s carer ever since, a stay at home
mother of two daughters and is a grandmother.

Sue

Interviewed 2 Nov 2006
Sue met her husband, a conscript, at his marching out parade at Kapooka in June
1967. She was eighteen and he was twenty-one. Her husband was sent from
Kapooka to Cairns to train with the 32 Small Ships Corps that was under the
auspices of the army. She discussed, at considerable length, his role in Vietnam,
which was quite different from the role of the overwhelming majority of men
conscripted into the army. She said that the ships, like the one her husband
served on, were used to transport, ‘you name it’: bulldozers, tanks, building
materials, pesticides, ammunition, bombs, artillery shells and even beer. They
ran a shuttle service ‘in our Vietnam campaign’ between Vung Tau and Sydney.
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They have two sons and are grandparents. Her husband was the centre of her
interview.

Wives of South Vietnamese veterans

Cam

Interviewed 13 June 2007
Cam met her husband in 1970. They married in 1974. Her husband was in the
army. In May 1975, he was sent to a Forced Labour Camp. She was seven
months pregnant at the time and living in Saigon. She did not hear from him for a
year. He was incarcerated for three years. They kept in contact by writing letters
to each other in the latter two years of his sentence. Cam, her husband and son
left Vietnam on a small boat in September 1978, and arrived in Australia the
same year after spending some time in a refugee camp.

Loan

Interviewed 13 June 2007
Loan married her husband in 1965. She was twenty-seven years old. Her husband
was conscripted in to the army in 1968. At the end of the war, he was sent to a
Forced Labour Camp where he spent three years. In 1980, Loan, together with
her husband and their two sons and her sister escaped South Vietnam. They
managed to reach a refugee camp in Thailand where they stayed for six months.
They arrived in Australia in 1980. They had another three children and have
numerous grandchildren.
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Mai

Correspondence: August 2008
Mai’s husband was a soldier in the South Vietnamese Army from 1960 to 1975.
During the Vietnam War, he came home two or three times a year. She was very
afraid that her husband would be killed and, if he were, there would be no one to
take care of their children. She prayed every night. At the end of the war, her
husband was sent to a camp for eight years. Eventually, they fled Vietnam and
came to Australia.

Nguyen

Correspondence August 2008
Nguyen wrote that she could not understand why people from the same country
were at war with one other. Her husband was a doctor who normally worked in
hospitals. However, between 1968 and 1975, he had to serve in the army for
three months every year. She stayed at home caring for her own children and her
husband’s family’s children. She wrote that life was very miserable. When the
war ended, her husband was told to report to a camp He was released some years
later on the occasion of Ho Chi Minh’s birthday. Nguyen, her husband and their
two children, one aged seven and the other aged three, escaped from Vietnam
and reached Malaysia. Finally, they were sent to Australia.

Phuong

Interviewed 9 November 2006
Phuong arrived in Australia in 1991, having been sponsored by her son who had
been in Australia since 1983. She left behind her husband and eight of their ten
children. At the time, her husband was in a Forced Labour Camp. In total, he
served eighteen years and was released in 1993. In the same year, at age sixtyone, he escaped from Vietnam by walking along the Cambodian border and
getting on a boat that took him to Thailand where he was placed in a refugee
camp. From there, he was sent to America. He came to Australia in 1995 where
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he was once again re-united with his wife. Phuong has ten children and many
grandchildren. Her narrative features quite often throughout the thesis.
Quan

Interviewed 13 June 2007
Quan was born in 1942. She married at age sixteen in 1958 and had two children.
Her husband, who was in the South Vietnamese Army from 1957 till 1975, spent
two and a half years in a Force Labour Camp. She, her husband, and two children
fled Vietnam in 1978 and reached Australia in the same year. Quan is a
grandmother and very involved in the local Vietnamese community.

Tran

Correspondence 2008
Tran’s husband spent nine years and seven months in a forced Labour Camp. In
1985 after being released from the reform camp they tried to escape from the
country by sea but failed. Her husband and three of their children were arrested.
Her husband was put in solitary confinement to undergo interrogation. He was
accused of committing a political crime and served three more years in a reform
camp. Tran, her husband, who was in a wheelchair, and one daughter arrived in
Australia in November 1991. The first years were very difficult. She spent a
week cleaning a unit that they had rented as it was very dirty. She could not earn
a living because her qualifications were not recognised. Her husband became
very sick and died at the end of their first year in Australia. She became sick ‘a
consequence of the hard time living in Vietnam.’ However, she acknowledged
the people in Australia who have helped her deal with her problems. She wrote,
‘I received help from many people and I realised that Australia has provided us a
shelter. I receive care and support from people here and I realise that here I am
cared for and supported more than in Vietnam where I lived with people of the
same skin colour but they treat us worse’.
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Van

Correspondence August 2008
Van’s husband served in the army between 1967 and 1975. He came home every
two or three months for two to three days. When the communists took control of
the south, she had two small children and was pregnant with a third. She wrote
that she was terrified. Her husband had to go to what she called a reform camp
and she and her children lived with her husband’s parents.

The family fled Vietnam in May 1981 in a very small boat. They reached
Malaysia where the police took them to the refugee camp at Bedong. They came
to Australia in December that year and settled in Wagga Wagga where they
began a new life.

Daughters of Australian veterans

Alison

Interviewed 20 August 2008
Alison’s father committed suicide when she was twelve. She is a university
student in her mid-twenties. She has a six-year-old son. Her narrative featured in
this thesis because of her traumatic childhood experience.

Belinda

Interviewed 27 November 2006
Belinda is a woman in her mid-thirties with two children. She graduated from
university as an engineer but later re-trained and is now a teacher. Her narrative
featured substantially in this thesis because of her insights.
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Beth

Correspondence 12 May 2009
Beth is in her late twenties and a mother of one child. She works in
administration at a metropolitan Fire Station.

Cindy

Correspondence 7 May 2008
Cindy is a twenty-nine year old mother of two young boys. She runs a typing
pool employing thirty people.

Kylie

Interviewed 20 November 2007
Kylie is one of eight children who grew up on a farm in country New South
Wales. She witnessed her father’s cruelty to animals. She is thirty-one years old
and a mother of two. She graduated from university in Human Movement and
works as a personal trainer at a gymnasium. Her narrative features quite often in
this thesis because of her insights.
Rachel

Correspondence 27 April 2008
Rachel is a thirty-six year old mother of two children. She graduated from
university and is a teacher.
Rebecca

Correspondence I May 2008
Rebecca is a thirty-year-old mother of two children. She graduated in education
and is a teacher in country New South Wales. One comment she made, that was
not included in the body of the thesis, was: ‘I also think Dad coped better with
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his problems and was very open about being a veteran whereas a lot of Vietnam
Veterans never openly admitted it because of the public’s perspective and
therefore had more problems/issues’.
Sarah

Correspondence 6 December 2007
Sarah is a thirty-seven year old mother of three children. In her teenage years, a
Vietnamese girl, whose name was also Sarah, lived with the family for some
time.

Daughters of South Vietnamese veterans
Teresa

Interviewed 24 June 2008

Teresa is a forty-year-old mother of one boy. She manages an accounting firm in
a city in New South Wales. She was a Boatperson who fled Vietnam with her
mother and two younger brothers in 1983. She was thirteen at the time. She,
along with her mother and brothers, spent five years in France before being
accepted into Australia under the Family Migration Scheme. They arrived in
Australia in 1988. Her narrative features very strongly in the thesis.

Le

Interviewed 1 July 2008
Le came from a family of seven children. She, along with her mother and her
siblings except for her eldest sister, escaped from South Vietnam in 1978. The
family was settled in Canada in 1979. She migrated from Canada to Australia at
the end of 1987. Her narrative features very strongly in the thesis.

126

Nga

Interviewed 25 September 2008
Nga is the mother of three children. They are currently living in Australia. They
do not have Australian citizenship and may have to return to New Zealand.

War widows

Narelle

Phone interview 21 November 2006
Narelle married her husband in 1959. She was sixteen and he was eighteen. He
joined the army in 1961. He left for Vietnam in May 1969, leaving behind
Narelle and an eight-year-old son. He was killed on 22 July 1969. She raised her
son and has grandchildren.

Carolyn

Interviewed 18 October 2006
Carolyn met her husband when she was twenty-three and he was nineteen. They
married in October 1968. Carolyn fell pregnant in the following January. Her
husband left for Vietnam in March 1969 and was killed on 7 June 1969. She
raised her son and is raising her granddaughter.
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